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ABSTRACT 
Women Teaching English To Low-Income and Minority 
Students: A Study of their Perceptions and Actions 
February 1987 
Josephine Ryan. B.A. University of Melbourne. 
Ed.D. University of Massachusetts 
Directed by: Dr Judith Solsken 
This study investigates the perceptions and actions of 
women teachers of English in their work with students from 
low-income and minority families. 
Nine women who worked in schools where these students 
predominate were interviewed. Observations of their classroom 
interaction with students were also made. Participants' ideas 
about appropriate curriculum and pedagogy for these students, 
and the way they carried out these ideas were a focus in the 
study. Results are presented in the form of analyses of the 
patterns of past experience and present approach to teaching 
among the participants, and through case studies of 
individual participants. 
The study found that participants were divided in their 
response to the low-income and minority students who 
populated their lower tracked classes. Some participants were 
more accepting of the students' difference from the 
traditional model of the successful student than other 
participants. The participants who felt more accepting of the 
students were also more willing to deviate from the 
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traditional grammar-based English curriculum in order to 
teach the students. 
Despite some participants' willingness to try alternative 
programs, participants, in general, remained attached to the 
traditional academic values which prevailed in the school 
system. Factors which shaped their conservative attitudes 
were: the restrictive contexts in which participants taught, 
the pressures of teaching disaffected students, and the 
general insecurities of teaching. Participants' upbringing as 
females from working class families, and their present 
position as women teachers also made it difficult for them to 
take the initiative for reform. 
The study found that participants' attachment to the 
traditional English program limited their ability to connect 
with the students' academic needs, making participants 
contributors to the pattern of poor achievement by low-income 
and minority students. The study demonstrated the need for 
teachers of these students to use curriculum and methods of 
instruction which encourage the students to develop their 
potential. Such reform will not occur if schools are not more 
supportive of teachers, and more open to curriculum reform. 
Changes in teacher recruitment and education, as well as in 





This study explores the patterns of perception and action 
among women teachers of English who work in schools 
wh^re the majority of students are from low—income and 
minority backgrounds. It looks at personal histories of these 
teachers, their educational ideas and values, and the ways in 
which they enact their views in their classroom interaction 
with students. Material has been collected through the 
methodologies of interviewing and field observation. 
Background to the Study 
Inequality in Education 
There are a number of issues which lie behind a concern 
with English teachers who teach low-income and minority 
students. The first is the problem of the relatively low 
educational achievement by these students. In the United 
States low-income white, black, and Hispanic students 
consistently fail to achieve the educational level of their 
more affluent, white counterparts: "Upper middle class kids 
will average four years more schooling than lower class 
children" (Jencks, 1973, p. 159). The median years of 
schooling for blacks is below that of white students (Curtis, 
1981, p.283). Hispanic students, too, drop out much earlier 
than their white counterparts (Santiago and Feinberg, 1981, 
p. 292). Various analyses of the problem have been offered. 
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teachers and students have little influence (Bowles and 
Gintis, 1976), p. 125). A different view has been presented 
by researchers who have seen schools and teachers as having 
crucial roles in bringing about students' poor educational 
achievement (Keddie, 1971; Rist 1970, 1973; Sennett and Cobb, 
1973). This study shares the view of the latter researchers 
that teachers contribute to the process through which 
inequality in education is maintained, yet it also assumes 
that teachers are only an aspect of the situation. The most 
useful approaches to the issue, those on which this study is 
based, are analyses which see a range of factors, including 
the teachers, the school context, and the students' 
backgrounds as interacting to produce inequality of 
achievement (Connell, Ashendon, Kessler & Dowsett, 1982; 
Payne, 1984; McDermott, 1974; Sharp and Green, 1975). 
Nowhere are the problems of education for these students 
more clearly manifested than in the area of language. The 
National Commission on Excellence in Education (1983) 
reported that illiteracy among the general population was 
approximately thirteen percent, whereas among minorities it 
was as high as forty percent (p. 8). Reading scores show the 
same pattern (Gibbs, 1981, p. 138). English teachers have a 
critical role in developing the students' language skills. 
Their understanding of the students needs in these areas and 
the way they deal with these needs are significant factors in 
shaping the students' language development. Hence it is 
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important to explore English teachers' perceptions of their 
students and their view of their role with them. This 
dissertation looks at the educational ideologies of English 
teachers who work with low-income and minority students. 
Teachers who work in urban schools are those who deal 
most extensively with these students. The combination of a 
high proportion of minority students, both black and 
Hispanic, with students from low-income white families has 
become increasingly typical of inner-city schools since the 
1950s when more affluent families began to move out of city 
areas (Tyack, 1974, p. 278). Hence, teachers in these 
schools are in crucial positions in the educational system, 
making it important to understand their experience and the 
nature of their contribution to the students' achievement. 
For these reasons I chose to explore the perceptions and 
actions of teachers who worked in urban schools. More 
specifically I looked at English teachers who worked in 
junior and senior high schools in two cities in Western 
Massachusetts. 
The situation in these cities followed the pattern 
described above. Both the cities have experienced during the 
last two decades a period of economic decline and falling 
population. Industries in the area employed 66,800 people in 
1980. In 1983 the figure was 56,510 (Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, Division of Employment Security and Research 
and Policy, 1984, p. 52). At the same time the cities' 
4 
growing minority populations have become increasingly 
isolated, often in low-income neighborhoods (Walsh, 1982, p. 
18, p. 157). The schools reflected this segregation in terms 
of class and race. Certain neighborhood schools were largely 
populated with black or Hispanic students (Walsh, p. 18, p. 
157). These students also clustered in the nonacademic, 
trade, and business-oriented high schools, whereas the 
college preparatory high schools attracted more middle-class 
white students (Walsh, p. 160). In the year of the study the 
student population of the college preparatory high school in 
one of the cities was 74% white and 23% minority. In the 
business-oriented high school the ratio was reversed. 
(Statistics refer to black and Hispanic students only. I will 
not include the small Asian minority in references to 
minorities since I did not investigate teachers' approaches 
to them in the way that I explored their approaches to black 
and Hispanic students.) 
The same segregation existed in the tracking systems of 
individual schools. Therefore in both the junior and senior 
high schools in the city, minority students were 
overrepresented in the low-tracked classes and scarcely 
present in the upper levels. For instance, in the classes of 
Gillian Hart, one of the teachers I came to include in the 
study, there were three black students in her 8/1 track, 
approximately one-third of the students were black in her 
8/12 track, and in the 8/16's all the students were from 
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minority backgrounds. Moreover, participants supported the 
findings of the literature that low socioeconomic status 
tends to mean low achievement (Jencks, 1973, p. 283). Hence 
they saw the white students from economically deprived 
families as more likely to be in the lower groups. Because of 
the relationship between students' background and their 
position in schools, in setting up my study I chose 
participants from among those who taught the lower tracked 
classes in the junior high schools and from teachers in the 
less academic senior high schools in the area. This allowed 
me to focus on the problem of teaching and learning for 
low-income and minority students. 
Women Teachers' Experience 
The second major issue which has shaped my study is the 
predominance of women in the teaching profession. Women have 
constituted the vast majority of teachers in the United 
States since the beginning of public education. It was 
primarily women who taught in the early public schools, and 
as the population moved out from the east coast, women went 
to teach in the frontier areas (Woody, 1929, chap. 10). 
Northern women formed a movement down to the South to teach 
the freed slaves after the Civil War (Hoffman, 1981, p. 112). 
Women also became the mainstays of the large urban schools in 
the expanding cities of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries (Hoffman, p. 259). Historical accounts stress the 
combination of economic and social factors which brought 
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about women's dominance in the profession. Women wanted 
economic and social independence at the same time as the 
schools needed teachers (Kessler-Harris, 1982). Also 
important was the social belief that teaching was a good job 
for women because it gave them valuable training for their 
ultimate careers as wives and mothers (Hoffman, p. xix; 
Woody, p. 463). Historians of teaching have also looked at 
women teachers' approach to their work. They have seen women 
as taking a classroom-centered view of their role, rarely 
aiming for positions of power within the school 
administration. Commentators have seen this pattern as the 
result of both women's own inclinations and the pressures of 
their situation (Hoffman, p. 212). Also significant in the 
history of teaching in the U.S. has been the development of 
the stereotype of the dedicated woman teacher, willing to 
work selflessly for her students with little need or desire 
for reward for her labors. Historians have found that this 
view of women teachers' expectations is not an accurate 
reflection of the actual feelings of the women involved 
(Hoffman, p. xviii). 
Studies of contemporary women teachers are not as 
substantial as those which look at them historically. Those 
which have been done suggest that the patterns of the past 
survive. Women continue to dominate the profession, 
particularly in the traditionally more female areas of 
elementary school teaching (Lortie, 1975, pp. 8-9), and the 
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teaching of humanities subjects (Fleming, 1983). Teaching 
also remains one of the most accessible and socially 
acceptable careers for women. Its compatibility with marriage 
is a major reason why it is considered an appropriate career 
for a woman (Lortie, p. 15; Poll, 197?). In terms of women 
teachers' approach to their work, the pattern of relative 
absence of interest in promotion to positions outside the 
classroom in comparison with men also continues (Lortie, p. 
87). However, these findings need to be brought up to date 
and extended. There is a need for a contemporary study of how 
women teachers see themselves, particularly since the last 
twenty years have been a period of great change in society's 
views of women's roles. The fact that women in the past have 
been very prominent in the urban setting which is the focus 
of my study makes an investigation of contemporary women in 
this context especially interesting. 
Women's position in English teaching is representative of 
the general pattern of women in the profession. Women 
constitute the majority of secondary school English teachers, 
but their numbers diminish at the higher academic levels. In 
1981 women made up sixty-eight percent of junior high English 
teachers and sixty-one percent of English teachers in senior 
high schools (Purves, Harnisch, Quirk & Bauer, 1981, p. 20). 
For all their significance within the profession the 
approaches to their role taken by these women have not been 
thoroughly investigated. Studies which have looked at women 
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teachers have not focused especially on female teachers of 
English, nor have they looked at those who teach low-income 
and minority students. My study is intended to investigate 
this group in more detail than has been done before. 
In my research I was interested in relating teachers' 
approach to their work to their upbringing and education, and 
in the impact of the school context on their roles. The study 
aimed to deepen the understanding of teachers of low-income 
and minority students which has been offered by previous 
investigations. Researchers like Rist (1970) and Sennett and 
Cobb (1973) have provided powerful analyses of the way 
teachers work with these students, but their concern was with 
analyzing and often criticizing the teachers' present 
behavior rather than with exploring the background to 
teachers' actions. Hence their studies tended to judge 
teachers rather than understanding their experience. 
Sharp and Green (1975) in their study of teachers in an 
elementary school provided the most valuable model for my 
investigations. Their approach of exploring the ways in which 
teachers' past experience and context influenced their 
present perspectives is one which has been very important in 
shaping my approach. Particularly important was their concern 
with teachers' curriculum and their methods of instruction, 
how the specifics of teachers' classroom practice were 
suggestive of teachers' view of students, and their view of 
their own role in the students' education. For instance, 
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Sharp and Green show how their participants' belief in an 
unstructured, non-academic program for the working-class 
students in the school was in part a consequence of their 
lack of belief in the students' academic potential (p. 64). 
Like Sharp and Green's work my study explores the ideological 
significance of participants' choices of curriculum and 
pedagogy, a concern which has not been pursued in relation to 
secondary English teachers. In doing this I assume that the 
choices teachers make are not simply the product of their own 
ideas but are also influenced by the context in which they 
operate. 
A number of reseachers have looked at what the language 
used by teachers shows about their role in relation to 
students (Barnes, Britton, and Rosen, 1971; Mehan, 1980; 
Sinclair and Coulthard, 1973). Barnes presented a theory 
which suggested questions for me to pursue in my work when he 
claimed that teachers used different language with their 
working-class students than with their more middle-class 
students (p. 61). In my research I was interested in whether 
teachers' language with their low-income and minority 
students was revealing of their perceptions of the students. 
Statement of the Problem 
The central concern in the study was with the way women 
teachers of English perceive and act in their work with 
low-income and minority students. This involved investigating 
the factors which shaped their perceptions and actions, both 
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factors of background and of present context. Hence in 
setting up my study I asked questions and devised 
methodologies which would give me greatest access to the 
individual teacher's perceptions of herself in her work, and 
which enabled me to see the factors which contributed to this 
view. The methodologies of interviewing and field observation 
were chosen to explore these concerns. Interviewing enabled 
me to explore teachers' perceptions and their own views of 
their actions, and field observation allowed me to see 
teachers' activities from a more detached perspective. I saw 
the two methodologies as complementary in their aims, both 
contributing to my overall understanding of teachers' roles. 
In order to build this understanding of teachers' roles I 
focused my concern on a number of issues: 
(1) I looked at participants' family, social, and 
educational experiences. This provided me with a biographical 
context in which to understand their present perceptions and 
actions. Exploration of the connections between participants' 
backgrounds and their current approach to teaching was an 
interest throughout the study. I particularly focused on 
their class backgrounds and their experiences as women. 
(2) I was interested in the way women teachers of English 
perceive the educational needs and capacities of their 
students from low socio-economic or minority backgrounds. 
Both interviews and observations enabled me to explore this 
question. 
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(3) I looked at the way these teachers defined their work 
as English teachers with these students. I investigated this 
question specifically in terms of teachers' views of 
appropriate curriculum and methods of instruction for the 
students. I used my observations of the teachers' classroom 
activities as well as the interviews to build my 
understanding of teachers' approaches. 
(4) I considered the question of the impact of the school 
context in shaping participants' approaches to their roles. I 
was particularly interested in the significance of the 
student population, the school hierarchy, the other teachers, 
and the physical constraints of the teachers' situations. 
Both my discussions with teachers and my own observations 
enabled me to consider these issues. 
Significance of the Study 
The broad significance of the study lies in its concern 
with a group of teachers who hold important positions in the 
educational process, yet whose roles have not been much 
investigated. More specifically, the problems of achievement 
among low-income and minority students make it important that 
all aspects of their education be explored. An analysis of 
the ways in which women teachers of English approach their 
work with these students is a way of understanding how 
teachers may contribute to the pattern of relatively poor 
performance which exists among the students. Knowledge of 
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these areas will be a useful basis for the encouragement of 
change in the way teachers approach their students. 
The study is also important for teachers, particularly 
women teachers. Throughout the history of education in the 
United States the interests and desires of the female 
teachers who populated the classrooms have been little 
understood by either their superiors in the school systems or 
by the public. The result was a great deal of frustration on 
the part of the teachers involved, which inevitably affected 
the quality of their teaching (Hoffman, 1981, p. 213). By 
clarifyng the realities of women teachers' experience, my 
study is a means of producing a more understanding 
relationship between the teachers and those who deal with 
them. It will provide a more realistic basis for school 
policy, and give teacher educators a notion of the needs of 
teachers in contexts where the students are from low-income 
or minority backgrounds. 
As has been noted earlier, contemporary studies of 
teachers in urban contexts have often been very critical of 
the teachers' performances in their work with students 
(Kozol, 1970; Rist, 1970; Sennett and Cobb, 1973). In 
undertaking my study I believed that such approaches were 
unlikely to encourage teachers to change the way they dealt 
with students. Critiques of teachers need to be based on a 
knowledge of teachers' own perspectives on their work, and an 
understanding of the pressures and constraints on them. 
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Without these elements critiques will be alienating for the 
teachers involved, and their value will be diminished. My 
study aims to make its recommendations for reform in 
teachers' practices in the light of an understanding of what 
it is really like to teach in this context. 
Limitations of the Study 
There are a number of limitations in my study which it is 
important to note. First, although my study aimed to look at 
the intentions and motivations which lay behind participants' 
actions in their work, my interests in the study did not 
include an exhaustive analysis of the psychological 
background to individuals' actions. The emphasis in my study 
was on looking at teachers' perceptions and behavior in their 
role as English teachers rather than on exploring their 
social or psychological identities more broadly. 
I have noted in discussing the background to my study that in 
designing it I assumed that teachers' perceptions and actions 
were influenced by a number of external factors, including 
the school administration, the other teachers, the 
environment of the school, as well as the wider society. Yet 
my study did not include a comprehensive investigation of 
these aspects of the situation. Rather I relied on 
participants' accounts of their experience and my relatively 
restricted field observation for my knowledge of the nature 
of participants' contexts. This meant I was limited in the 
extent to which I could comment on them. 
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Another limitation in the extent of my study was that I 
did not explore students' perspectives in the detail that I 
investigated those of the teachers. This was a significant 
omission since in the same way as the participants entered 
the classroom with attitudes and expectations which were 
significant in shaping the situation, so did their students. 
During the field observations I was able to observe students' 
actions, but since I did not interview them I saw their 
behavior relatively externally. This restricted my 
understanding of classroom interactions. 
My study was also limited because I did not investigate 
the patterns of perception and action among male teachers in 
te same context. This meant that I was limited in my ability 
to make generalizations about the distinctiveness of women 
teachers in the situation. My exploration of the patterns of 
these female teachers enabled me to speculate about the 
impact of gender in their approach to their work, but in the 
absence of a comparative study of male teachers these 
remained speculations. 
Overview of the Dissertation 
Chapter 1 has discussed the background and significance 
of the study, and has delineated the approach taken to the 
central issue of the study. It has also noted the 
limitations in the extent of the investigations. 
Chapter 2 will review the literature in the areas of 
concern in the study: (1) studies which have addressed the 
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issue of why students from low-income and minority families 
do not perform as well as their more affluent or white 
counterparts, (2) studies which consider the impact of 
teacher attitudes and behavior on students' academic 
performances, particularly those related to the urban context 
which concerns me, and 1(3) studies which explore the 
experience of teaching for the women teachers who are the 
focus of my study. 
Chapter 3 will present the design of the research and 
chapters 4-8 will analyze the data derived from these 
investigations. Specifically, chapter 4 will look at patterns 
in terms of background among participants, and at the 
experiences which led them to be teachers. Chapter 5 will 
explore participants' perceptions of their students from poor 
and minority backgrounds, and the way they responded to these 
students in terms of curriculum and pedagogy. Chapter 6 will 
look at these same issues as revealed in participants' 
classroom actions. In chapter 7 I will look in detail at how 
two representative participants approached their work, 
chapter 8 will be concerned with the ways in which the 
students, the school context, and larger social factors 
affected participants' approaches to their work. It will also 
present a case study which dramatizes these factors. Chapter 
9, the final chapter, will sum up the findings of the study 
and consider their implications for reform in social 
attitudes, in schools, and in teacher education. 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
In this chapter I will review the research on the issues 
relating to my area of interest. My concern with the 
perceptions and actions of women teachers of English who 
teach students from low—income and minority backgrounds leads 
me to explore literature in three main areas: (1) that which 
looks at the factors which shape the relatively low academic 
achievement by these students, (2) that which focuses on the 
role of the teacher in this context, and (3) that which is 
interested in the experience of women teachers, especially 
with low-income and minority students. Looking at the 
literature in these areas in combination will reveal what 
writers have found about the nature and significance of the 
role of women teachers of English who teach low-income or 
minority students. 
Low Achievement Among Low-Income and Minority Students 
Writers who have been concerned with understanding the 
factors which make for poor academic achievement by the 
students which concern me have given considerable attention 
to assessing the role of teachers in the students' education. 
One group of researchers base their analyses on a belief in 
the overriding significance of social and economic forces in 
defining what happens in schools. These writers, although 
differing in the extent to which they see these forces as 
dominating schools, see society's structural inequalities as 
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the most powerful determinants of inequality of achievement 
in education. Teachers of students from low socioeconomic 
groups cannot counter the disadvantages given to students by 
their position in society (Apple, 1982; Bowles and Gintis, 
1976; Everhart, 1982; Gitlin, 1982; Harris, 1982; 
Mickelson, 1980; Weis, 1983; Willis, 1977). Christopher 
Jencks (1973) statistical assessment of the various factors 
that influence the outcomes of education in the United States 
also finds that individual schools and teachers are 
insignificant in comparison to economic and social factors in 
making for students' long-term success or otherwise at 
school: 
... the most important determinant of educational 
attainment is family background.... There is no evidence 
that building a playground for example will affect a 
student's chances of learning to read, getting into 
college or making $50,000 a year when they are fifty. 
The same is probably true of small classes, competent 
teachers ...(p.29) 
These accounts in arguing for the power of large-scale 
economic and social forces in shaping the outcomes of 
education leave little room for the influence of teachers. 
Other writers argue that such approaches fail to recognize 
the significant sphere of influence that individual schools 
and teachers do have (Connell et al., 1983; Payne, 1984; 
Sharp and Green, 1975). For instance Connell et al. claim 
that the working-class schools in their study did more than 
simply reproduce the inequalities of the wider society, as 
writers concerned to emphasize the power of the socioeconomic 
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system would argue (Bowles and Gintis, 1976, p. 125). Such 
schools also produced "radical students" capable of analyzing 
the system and understanding its inequities (p. 190). Charles 
Payne also criticizes dogmatic left-wing historians who have 
seen educational history as the conspiracy of "white 
villains" who oppress poor and minority students. He sees 
such accounts as showing more about the political positions 
of the writers than about their subject (p. 35). He argues 
that the problem for writers who emphasize the overriding 
power of the social system is to find a rationale for 
individual or group action in the face of social realities. 
There seems little point for teachers in working-class 
schools to try to effect change if their students are doomed 
to fail anyway. As Sharp and Green put it, there is a need to 
answer the question: "Under what historical circumstances can 
men break through the structure of determinations?" (p. 28). 
It should be noted, however, that in arguing that people can 
break through social and economic circumstances, these 
writers also see the strength of socioeconomic factors as 
undeniable: Payne dismisses conservative accounts which wish 
to avoid talk of the social forces which affect schools (p. 
37). Supporting his view with an analysis of the processes 
of education in an urban school, Payne argues that 
individuals have some limited power to bring about change in 
schools. He feels that his approach is a necessary balance to 
the kind of view of education which makes action for change 
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pointless. Such a view encourages a dangerous indifference to 
what happens in schools. While teachers alone cannot solve 
the problem of inequality, they, like others in society, have 
some power and responsibility to deal with it. Payne's 
position is one which supports the approach taken in this 
study in that he affirms the significance of the work of the 
teacher in influencing students' educational achievement. 
Despite the power of socioeconomic realities, other variables 
interact with these factors to shape the educational process. 
In the section which follows I will look at the findings of 
studies which emphasize the significance of the teacher in 
shaping low-income and minority students' achievement. 
Teachers' Power in a Glass Society 
Important supports to those who are interested in 
understanding the role of the teacher in the education of 
low-income and minority students are studies which have 
looked at the significance of teacher attitudes and 
expectations in shaping student achievement (Rosenthal and 
Jacobson, 1968; Brophy and Good, 1974). Keddie's (1971) 
British study and research based in the United States 
(McNeil, 1982; Rist, (1970, 1973); Sennett and Cobb, 1973) 
have focused on the operation of teacher expectations in the 
school context which concerns me. Rist argues that one of the 
teachers he looked at saw her low-income black students as 
certain educational failures, communicating this view to the 
students in the classroom. It was not long before they 
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fulfilled these low expectations. All the above works 
describe teachers who reinforce in themselves and in their 
students their negative views of the students' educational 
potential. Most studies of teachers' expectations of 
low-income and minority students have looked at the negative 
effects of teachers' low expectations. However, Payne (1984) 
in his study of a minority- populated school in Chicago also 
looked at teachers with high expectations of their students 
and found that these relatively rare teachers, who expected 
their students to work hard and do well, had a positive 
effect on the quantity and quality of work the students did 
(p. 87). Such findings suggest that studies of teachers' 
perceptions of their students' academic potential and the way 
they act on these perceptions will contribute to our 
understanding of inequality in education. 
Basing their investigations on the conviction that 
teachers' ideologies are important in shaping the process of 
education, researchers have been led to explore in some 
detail the educational ideas and attitudes of the teachers 
involved in teaching low-income and minority students 
(Connell et al. , 1982; Grace, 1978 ; Keddie, 1971; Sharp 
and Green, 1975). Commentators have found it valuable to 
investigate the views of knowledge and learning that the 
teachers held (Bernstein, 1973; Esland, 1971; Grace, 1978; 
Sharp and Green, 1975). They saw teachers' ideas about 
curriculum and pedagogy as revealing of teachers' underlying 
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attitudes toward the students and indicative of the approach 
to students that teachers made in the classroom. With regard 
to my interest, Bernstein identified what he saw as a 
difference between the kind of knowledge held by teachers and 
that of their working-class students. The knowledge which was 
valued by the school system and its teachers was that with 
which the working-class child was unlikely to be familiar : 
Thus socialization into the text book is a crucial step.... 
The middle-class child is prepared for this emphasis but this 
is not so in the case of the working-class child" (1973, p. 
139). Bernstein's work has been important in showing the 
social nature of knowledge and how teachers might use their 
knowledge to oppress students. European writers also have 
been influential in making researchers aware of the class 
bias in society's knowledge (Bisseret, 1979; Bourdieu and 
Passeron, 1977). This literature has put teachers' ideas 
about curriculum and pedagogy into a social perspective. 
The work of Grace (1978) and that of Sharp and Green 
(1975) has explored in detail the perspectives of groups of 
teachers in working-class schools. Keddie (1971), McNeil 
(1982), and Willis (1977) have presented less comprehensive 
studies of the same issues. All these writers saw teachers as 
developing curriculum and methods of instruction based on 
their perception of their working-class or minority students 
as disadvantaged by their cultural background and in need of 
remediation and compensation. This view took a number of 
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forms. In Sharp and Green's study it meant teachers saw the 
students as not yet capable of academic work, believing they 
needed time to "play" before they were ready for more 
academic activity (p. 75). Relevant to my interest in 
curriculum in working-classs schools is Grace's finding that 
English teachers in the school he looked at were divided 
about how much to teach working-class students the 
traditional curriculum which might "free" them from their 
deprived world (p. 193), and how much to see this program as 
the product of the culturally biased school system and 
inappropriate for working-class students. He saw them as 
resolving this dilemma by finding "some resolution in a 
principle of cultural comprehensiveness..." (p. 208). There 
has been no study of the perspectives of teachers of English 
in working-class schools in the U.S. which is as detailed as 
Grace's study of British teachers in this context. However, 
Appleby (1974) in his historical survey of trends in English 
teaching, and Mathieson (1975) in her study, saw confusion 
between the traditional subject approach and the desire to be 
relevant to students as a significant dilemma for U.S. 
teachers. Also Mathieson's study found that teachers in 
America have been somewhat "shocked" at the British emphasis 
on self-expression in the teaching of working-class students, 
feeling that the traditional approach should not be abandoned 
(p. 211). Purves, Harnisch, Quirk and Bauer (1981) in their 
investigation of ideas and methods of teaching writing in the 
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U.S. found that teachers gave their lower-level students less 
opportunity to write, instead emphasizing multiple choice 
work and audiovisual activities (p. 27). Given that 
low-income and minority students often predominate in 
lower-level classes, the findings of Purves et al. appear to 
be another indication of the minimal nature of teachers' 
expectations of these students. 
Some of the researchers discussed above not only 
interviewed teachers about their views of their roles but 
made observations of their work in the classroom (Keddie, 
1971; McNeil, 1982; Sharp & Green, 1975; Willis, 1977). 
They claim that teachers' classroom activities with their 
poor and minority students are similarly revealing of their 
low expectations of them. McNeil talks of teaching by 
apology: Whenever teachers encountered resistance from these 
students they backed off and reduced their demands. Behind 
teachers' minimalist approaches to students was the belief 
that these students are virtually unteachable. In the 
following section I will look at what researchers have found 
about the way teachers might express their beliefs in their 
interaction with students. 
Language Interaction in the Classroom 
Investigations of relationships between teachers and 
students in the classroom fit well with the work done by 
scholars who have been interested in language relationships 
in the classroom. Basing their research on the view that 
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speech acts are social acts (Erwin-Tripp, 1972; Dore and 
McDermott, 1982; Halliday, 1978), researchers have been 
concerned to describe the language used by teachers and 
students and hence to illuminate the social relationship 
between them (Bellack, Kliebard, Hyman and Smith, 1966; Green 
and Wallat, 1981; Hammersley, 1977; Mehan, 1979; Sinclair 
and Coulthard, 1975). Douglas Barnes (1971) describes 
research which directly bears upon my interest in that he 
investigates how the nature of teachers' language might 
indicate their view of the capacities of students. Students 
in the lower groups were not given access to specialized, 
abstract language because they were not considered capable of 
mastering it (p. 59). He suggests this was a means by which 
these low-level, and probably low- income, students were kept 
at the bottom of the educational system. Other research has 
suggested that social and cultural forces such as class and 
race may affect classroom language (McDermott, 1974, 1977; 
Rist, 1970; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 1973). For 
instance, research into interaction between Mexican-American 
students and their teachers show race as a factor in shaping 
the way teachers addressed students. Teachers criticized the 
Mexican- American students more, and praised them less, than 
their white classmates (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, p. 
43). The authors suggest that the teachers' patterns of 
interaction with the Chicano students were factors in their 
poor achievement. 
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Teaching Low-Income and Minority Students 
These studies of teacher expectations and behavior with 
their suggestion that teachers are crucial factors in 
defining students achievement are often very critical of 
teachers. The implication often is that the students are 
suffering as a consequence of teachers' prejudices (Kozol, 
1970; Rist, 1970; Sennett and Cobb, 1973). Other scholars 
have argued that, while teacher expectations and behavior 
towards students are indeed sources of oppression for lower 
class children, that it is important to understand the 
background to teachers' perspectives. Keddie (1971) argues 
that the view that the lower track students were inadequate 
was not simply a matter of individual teachers' views but an 
attitude which was part of the informal network of opinion 
among teachers in the school. She also suggests that the 
origin of teachers' ideas about the negative characteristics 
of low-level students may "lie outside the school and within 
the structure of the society itself in its wider distribution 
of power" (p. 156). Sharp and Green (1975) follow up 
Keddie's suggestions in their research on the teachers at 
Mapledene Lane elementary school. As well as the power of 
societal factors, they saw a number of factors at the school 
level as interacting to form teachers' low expectations of 
students. These factors included ideas about the students 
circulating in the school, especially those of the principal; 
unsatisfactory relationships between the teachers and 
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students' parents; and the general pressures of teaching 
experienced by the teachers (p. 195). Sharp and Green’s 
comprehensive account of the nature of the experience of 
teaching in a working-class context in Britain is matched by 
studies based in other places. Connell et al. (1982) look at 
schools in Australia; McDermott (1974), Ogbu (1974), Payne 
(1984), and Silver (1973) examine schools with high minority 
populations in the United States. 
Even Rist (1970) and Sennett and Cobb (1973) who, as I 
have noted, are very critical of teachers' activities in this 
context, do begin to explore the origins of teachers' 
perspectives on students. They suggest that teachers' 
backgrounds and experience, particularly their class 
experience, may influence their response to students. For 
instance Rist, argues that the middle-class black teacher in 
his study felt her newly won social status was threatened by 
association with black students from the ghetto (p. 447). 
Keddie (1971) sees teachers' "characterization of C pupils as 
'that type of child' and 'these children'" as an attempt to 
distance working-class students from themselves (p. 134). 
Sharp and Green (1975) take this idea further when they more 
systematically explore their participants' backgrounds and 
education in order to account for their responses to the 
working-class students (chap. 5). They see the teachers' view 
of students as deprived as the response of middle-class 
teachers "socialized into the ideology of equality of 
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opportunity ... confronted with working-class kids" who 
appear to have cultural experiences which are "inappropriate" 
to education (p. 195). With regard to English teachers in the 
U.S., Mathieson (1975) remarks that teachers from 
working-class backgrounds, basing their beliefs on their own 
experience, were reluctant to adopt the contemporary trend to 
throw away the classics-based English program in teaching 
working-class children. They believed that to do so was to 
deprive students of the means of social progress (pp. 
201-11). Mathieson's study does not explore in a great deal 
of detail the issue of the relation of teachers' backgrounds 
to their approach to students. However, since teaching has so 
often been a source of upward mobility for working-class 
people, the idea that ex-working-class teachers might be 
affirming their own educational experience in their dealings 
with their working-class students seems an interesting one to 
pursue. Studies have also claimed that teachers' ambivalent 
relationship with their lower class students' culture does 
not exist simply at the classroom level, but that the 
teaching profession as a whole has been wary of being 
identified with the working-class. Ozga and Lawn (1981) talk 
of the way teachers in Britain have used the ideology of 
professionalism to distance themselves from the 
working-class. They see teachers as reluctant to recognize 
that their subservience to the state authorities gives them 
experience in common with working-class people. In general 
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the literature suggests that teachers' backgrounds and 
educational experience are very important in shaping their 
educational ideologies, more important than their teacher¬ 
training programs (Lortie, p. 67). This suggests the need to 
give more attention to teachers' past experiences in analyses 
of their present approaches. 
Research which has generally considered the nature of the 
teaching experience ( Lortie, 1975; Waller, 1965; Woods, 
1983) adds to the work on teachers' perspectives in the 
context which concerns me. The thrust of these researchers' 
findings is that it is a condition of teaching to be in 
vulnerable relationships with school authorities, surrounding 
communities, and students, so that teachers often feel 
insecure about their positions. The consequence of these 
vulnerabilities is that teachers frequently become defensive 
about their performances, more interested in defending their 
accustomed ways of teaching than in the welfare of their 
students. They see the idea of change as a burden to be added 
to their already difficult lot (Sizer, 1984, p. 68). It is 
clear from the studies done by Payne (1984), Sharp and Green 
(1975), Connell et al. (1982), and Grace (1978); that low 
self-esteem is particularly prevalent among teachers of 
low-income and minority students. In this situation a sense 
of futility about the effectiveness of their efforts has 
often afflicted teachers. These findings, together with 
those of the general studies of teaching, suggest that 
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teachers' unresponsive attitudes to their lower-level 
students need to be understood in the context of teachers' 
experience and in terms of the contexts in which they teach. 
Women Teachers' Experience 
Commentators have seen women teachers as having 
distinctive patterns of relationship to teaching in general, 
and particularly to teaching in the urban context which 
concerns me. Women have occupied the most vulnerable 
positions in school systems because they have been considered 
by society, and havae often considered themselves, to have 
no talent or interest in having power beyond the realm of the 
classroom (Woody, 1929, p. 491). Writers who have looked at 
the experience of women teachers in the past (Grumet, 1981; 
Hoffman, 1981; Kessler-Harris, 1982; Strober and Tyack, 
1980; Tyack, 1974; Woody, 1929) have stressed the 
importance of women's socialization to be wives and mothers 
in shaping their role in teaching. Society saw women's 
teaching careers as temporary interludes before they took up 
their true calling of marriage and child- bearing. Such an 
approach to their careers was the only option for women until 
the early years of this century when school systems had to 
change their policy of firing women when they married 
(Wertheimer, 1977, p. 244). Hence positions as classroom 
teachers were the most realistic options for women, and most 
women appeared to content themselves with these roles, not 
attempting to challenge their superiors in the school 
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administration. In keeping with society's view of them as 
primarily mothers they most often taught younger children who 
society thought needed more nurturing than academic 
stimulation. However, historians have also seen women 
teachers as more interested in the rewards of a paycheck and 
independence than the conventional view of them as wives and 
mothers would suggest (Hoffman, 1981, xviii). 
Research on contemporary women (Donovan, 1969; Freeman, 
Jackson, and Bowles, 1983; Lacey, 1977; Lortie, 1975; 
Poll, 1970; Waller, 1965) while not as comprehensive as 
historical accounts of women teachers, has found that aspects 
of this pattern survive. As discussed in chapter I, women 
continue to find teaching a good career to combine with 
marriage (Lortie, 1975,p. 48; Poll, 1979). It seems also 
that women continue to see their role in schools as 
restricted to certain areas. They still do not seek 
responsibility outside the classroom in the way that male 
teachers do (Lortie, p. 87); they continue to choose 
elementary- school teaching more often than high-school 
teaching (Poll), and English teaching rather than the 
traditionally male interests of math, science, or even 
history (Fleming, 1983). Writers have stressed that women do 
not freely choose these roles in teaching, but in making 
their choices they are responding to a variety of social 
pressures to think and act in certain ways. 
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Commentators have also seen women teachers in the U.S. as 
having distinctive relationships with students from 
economically and socially disadvantaged families. At various 
times in the history of education in the U.S. women have been 
the chief educators of students such as the rural poor 
(Woody, 1929, Ch.10), or the freed slaves in the south after 
the Civil War (Hoffman, 1981, 112). Women teachers were also 
the dominant figures in the lives of their working-class and 
immigrant students in the early urban school systems. Women 
constituted 82% of urban teachers in 1900 (Hoffmann, p. 212). 
However despite the dedication to underprivileged students 
which was certainly an element in women teachers' 
motivations, historical commentators have seen the desire for 
a job and independence as more important for most of these 
women than a sense of themselves as missionaries to the poor 
or oppressed (Hoffman, p. 212). In analysing the approach to 
work of these early urban teachers, historians have seen them 
as fitting in with the conservative, authoritarian model of 
education which prevailed in the school systems. They 
dutifully fulfilled the role prescribed for them by the 
school authorities, concentrating on keeping control of their 
classes and giving them the rudiments of the three R's. Few 
women sought positions of responsibility in their schools. 
Where they did extend their role outside the classroom it was 
not as leaders or innovators in their schools but as 
unofficial social workers to the students' families, a role 
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which did not challenge the school power structure (Hoffman, 
p. 206). Union activity undertaken to improve the oppressive 
conditions of their employment began at the end of the 
nineteenth century, and was the significant exception to 
women's submissive approach to school authorities (Urban, 
1982). Historians see women teachers' acceptance of a 
deferential role in the school systems as a predictable 
consequence of their socialization as women, and the 
assumptions of their employers about what women were capable 
of. Moreover, the fact that they were teaching huge classes 
of students, many of whom did not speak English, meant that 
the demands of coping daily with their classes was sufficient 
to consume their energy (Hoffman, p. 212-13). 
Research on contemporary women's patterns of approach to 
these students are more limited. Lortie (1975) does not focus 
on women in the context which concerns me. However he argues 
that in general women are often conservative presences in 
schools because their relatively short term involement in 
their careers gives them liitle interest in change (p. 88). 
Moreover the women teachers in Sharp and Green's (1975) 
contemporary study largely acquiesced to their male 
principal's ideas about what to teach the students. Although 
the authors do not consider whether gender was an issue in 
this choice, the situation looks similar to that of the past 
in that it shows a group of female teachers occupying 
relatively passive positions in the decision making process 
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Of their school. Looking more specifically at women teachers' 
approaches to their work, Connell et al. (1982) find that 
women teachers in the Australian working-class schools in 
their study saw themselves battling to overcome crude, 
chauvivist aspects of the working-class culture of their 
students (p. 112-13). This is a role not unlike the 
civilizing mission which some of their American forebearers 
had adopted in their work with their students from poor or 
immigrant families (Hoffman, p. xviii). These findings 
suggest ideas to explore in relation to contemporary women 
teachers. 
Analysis of the literature which bears on my interest 
suggests a number of ideas about women teachers who teach 
English to low-income and minority students which call for 
further investigation. First of all the pattern of low 
expectations among teachers towards these students is an 
important one to look at with regard to women teachers. 
Moreover the literature suggests that teachers' approaches to 
students in this context need to be understood in terms of 
both the teachers' own experience and the contexts in which 
they work. Specifically with regard to women teachers in this 
context there is a suggestion founded mainly on accounts of 
women teachers in the past that women have a number of 
pressures on them in their work with low-income and minority 
students. The combination of these pressures has led them to 
adopt passive roles in their schools, not taking initiatve 
34 
for leadership or change. It will be interesting to consider 
these ideas in relation to contemporary women teachers in 
this context. In the following chapter I will explain the 
research designed to investigate my area of interest. 
CHAPTER 111 
DESIGN OF THE STUDY 
In my study I looked at how women teachers perceive and 
act in their roles as English teachers in schools where the 
majority of students are from low-income or minority 
backgrounds. The participants in my study were nine women, 
five of whom taught in junior high and four in senior high 
schools, in the two Massachusetts cities in which I chose to 
do my research. I conducted a series of in-depth interviews 
with each of these participants and observed them in their 
classrooms with students. In this chapter I will describe the 
participants who became part of the study and discuss the 
methodologies which I used to explore their experience. 
Participants 
School Contexts 
Because of my interest in the educational experience of 
low-income and minority students the primary criterion for my 
choice of participants was that they teach these students. I 
described in Chapter I the school contexts where these 
students predominated : The lower tracked classes of junior 
high schools in the two cities, and the lower tracks of the 
less college-oriented high schools were largely populated by 
low-income and minority students. Hence potential 
participants were female English teachers who taught in these 
contexts. Because of the relationship between students' 
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backgrounds and their likely position in the tracking system. 
I also looked for participants who taught an upper level 
class as well as lower tracked students. Observing 
participants' approaches to the different groups enabled me 
to compare teachers' approaches to different social groups. 
The distribution of the student population differed 
somewhat from school to school. For instance in some of the 
senior high schools, the nonacademic nature of the schools' 
curricula meant that the minority population were predominant 
throughout the school rather than being largely concentrated 
in the lower levels. Hence the early part of my research 
involved considerable discussion with prospective 
participants about how they saw the relationship between 
class and race and achievement in their schools and classes. 
These initial discussions with teachers not only allowed me 
to set up my study, but they represented the opening part of 
my investigation of teachers' perceptions of students. 
Moreover I used these discussions, and any other 
opportunities I had during my work with participants, to 
accumulate some understanding of the school context in which 
the teachers were operating. I assumed individual teachers 
and the students were significantly affected by the official 
school policies as well as the informal networks of opinion 
that were present in the schools (Keddie, 1971). 
I also looked for participants from among teachers of 
eighth, ninth, and tenth grade classes since at these levels 
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the majority of students are still attending school. This 
allowed me to observe the teachers' relationship with the 
broadest range of students. As the participants explained, 
many disadvantaged students dropped out of school as soon as 
they were legally permitted to do so, never reaching eleventh 
grade.) 
The Range of Participants 
Apart from the nature of the students they taught, there 
were other considerations involved in selecting from among 
the female English teachers in the schools. Since I needed 
the consent of participants for their involvement in the 
research, my sample could not simply be a random group of 
teachers who fitted my interest. Moreover, because of the 
in-depth nature of the study, the number of my participants 
was small. Therefore I could not view any sample I might 
select as representative of the range of characteristics 
among female teachers of English who work in urban schools. 
Nevertheless, in the interests of making my study as wide- 
ranging as possible, I did aim to vary my participants in 
terms of age and years of experience in teaching. I felt, for 
instance, that it would be valuable to include at least one 
participant who had only just begun teaching. Her experience 
might make an interesting contrast with that of someone who 
had been working in this context for a long time. However, 
when I conducted an initial survey of the school systems in 
which I planned to work, I found that there were very few 
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teachers in this category in any of the schools. Falling 
enrollments, and cuts in school spending largely due to 
Massachusetts' Proposition 2 1/2 which drastically cut the 
amount of local revenue available to schools, have meant that 
few new teachers had been hired by the two cities' school 
systems, and teachers without much seniority had been laid 
off. Moreover, I found that when I contacted the few 
inexperienced teachers there were in the schools, they either 
did not meet the other criteria for being in the study (for 
example, they did not teach lower level students) or they 
were not interested in being in the study. Hence, the 
participants I worked with had all worked for a considerable 
time in teaching--some of them all in schools in the cities 
where I based my research, and others in other contexts. 
(Later in this chapter I will describe in some detail each of 
the chosen participants.) 
Since I was interested in the impact of teachers' 
backgrounds on students, I also wanted to include at least 
one teacher of Hispanic background and one black teacher in 
my study. Again I discovered that the situation in the school 
systems made this difficult. In one city there were no female 
English teachers of minority background, and in the other 
there were two. One of these started as a participant in the 
study but dropped out after the first interview when she 
began to feel that she did not have time to participate. 
Although it was disappointing to have my sample limited in 
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terms of both race and years of experience in teaching, the 
fact that it was limited in this way indicated the prevailing 
conditions in the school systems in which I was working. Such 
knowledge provided a useful background to my subsequent work. 
In making up my sample I did not attempt to control 
another aspect of teachers’ experience which concerned me: 
their class background. The relation between teachers' class 
background and their teaching work was something I wanted to 
explore in detail during the study and I did not want to 
prejudice this in-depth exploration with initial, inevitably 
superficial questioning. Moreover, in these initial meetings 
during which I explained my project to potential 
participants, I did not inquire about their marital status or 
whether they had children. These were variables which came to 
seem important as the study progressed but I did not know 
before the project began that they would emerge as such. It 
seemed somewhat of an invasion of participants' privacy to 
ask such questions before we had established a more trusting 
relationship. 
As suggested by Seidman, Sullivan and Schatzkamer, 1983, 
in any study which seeks to understand the experience of 
participants it is important that a relationship of equity be 
established between researcher and participant (p. 22). 
Therefore, in order that participants would not be surprised 
by the relatively personal concerns of the first interview in 
which participants' upbringing and education were discussed, 
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X explained the nature of ray project to participants as 
carefully as possible before I asked them whether they would 
be interested in participating. I also tried not to use the 
school administration to gain access to participants but 
endeavored to make ray initial contract directly with the 
teachers involved. By doing this I hoped to avoid teachers' 
feeling pressure from their administrations either for or 
against participating in the study. It was revealing of the 
value of the personal approach that when I abandoned this 
procedure and consented to a principal's offer to make the 
initial contact with teachers himself, no teachers from that 
school were interested in participating in the 
study something which did not happen in any school where I 
undertook to explain the project. 
As a way of assuring participants that a respect for 
their experience was integral to my design, I provided a 
written consent form for them. This document explained my 
project to participants, specified how material from the 
study would be used, and how their rights to privacy would be 
protected. Part of this protection was the undertaking to use 
pseudonyms for participants' names in any report on the 
study; also to exclude any material which might identify 
them, those close to them, or the schools in which they 
worked. Hence the names of participants, their schools, and 
the students used in this dissertation are fictitious. 
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Details of participants’ class, ethnic, and religious 
backgrounds provided in the study have not been altered. 
In order to emphasize that my primary interest was in the 
individual teacher of English rather than in looking more 
impersonally at English teaching, I did not want to work with 
more than two teachers from any one school. My participants 
were distributed over four different junior high schools and 
three high schools. On the two occasions when I worked with 
two participants from the same school this proved helpful in 
building a sense of the nature of their mutual context. 
However, the way I arranged the project had the advantage of 
allowing me to make comparisons between schools as well as 
teachers. 
Introduction to Participants 
I include here brief sketches of the background and 
teaching careers of each of the women who became part of the 
study. These will give a sense of the individuals who lie 
behind the general patterns of background and career which 
are discussed in subsequent chapters of this dissertation. 
My first participant was Mary Rulokowski, who had taught 
English and Latin for seventeen years at Footscray Junior 
High School where she herself had gone as a student. The 
school had changed a great deal since she was there in the 
late fifties. At that time she, a member of a struggling 
Irish family, had been envious of her many wealthier 
classmates. Since then racial integration had become city 
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policy, making Hispanics a major minority group in the school 
and changing the school from what Mary termed a rather 
uppity middle-class school to one where lower socioeconomic 
groups were prominent. In the year of the study, Hispanics 
constituted thirty-eight percent of the school's population, 
and Mary s English classes contained a corresponding number 
of these students. Mary's husband, who also had been a 
student at the school, also taught at Footscray. They had a 
young child. 
Margaret O'Dwyer also taught eighth and ninth grade at 
Footscray, and she too was a native of the city and a 
graduate of the school. Margaret's mother had been a nurse, 
and her father, who was sick and could not work for a long 
time during her childhood, had originally worked as a liquor 
salesman. Early in her fourteen-year career in teaching, 
Margaret had taught in the high school in her home city. 
When she married, Margaret moved from there in order to 
follow her husband in his work. She did not teach for eight 
years while her children were young. After her absence from 
teaching she had a difficult time getting a permanent job. 
She had been laid off each June for six years in a row before 
finally getting a more secure position at Footscray. 
Altogether Margaret had taught for six years at the school. 
She taught low-level eighth and ninth grade classes which 
contained a higher percentage of minority students than her 
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top-level groups. Her "low, low" eighth-grade group was 
almost all minority. 
The third participant, Sally O'Donnell, taught at a 
business-oriented high school where, in 1985, the minority 
population was sixty-nine percent. Sally said about the 
students: "I don't think anyone in this school has any money. 
There s probably a few who are a good average, but most don't 
have any money at all." She herself had grown up in a suburb 
outside the city. Her Irish Catholic family were not wealthy. 
Largely because of this, Sally had attended the local 
community college rather than a more expensive school. Sally 
had been teaching tenth grade English at the business school 
fifteen years, and, as she put it, she "had never been 
married." At the time I interviewed her she was completing a 
Master's degree in English Literature. She was hoping to use 
her extra qualifications to find a job other than school 
teaching. 
The next participant, Christine Berg, taught at a 
different high school in the same city as Sally. Her 
schooling had been in public high schools in a neighboring 
city. Christine had been brought up Catholic in a poor 
family. Her father was a printer and her mother worked in a 
factory. After teaching for two years in suburban schools 
Christine applied to the Peace Corps and went to Colombia for 
two years and then got a job at Swinburne High School, a 
school where the black population was fifty percent and that 
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of Hispanic students thirty-one percent. The school had only 
a small college preparatory component. Christine, a 
participant who was single, had been at Swinburne for 
seventeen years. 
The next two participants both taught at a city school 
which was primarily concerned with training students in trade 
skills. At this school minorities constituted forty-five 
percent of the student body. The first of these participants, 
Rosemary Fincher, was the oldest teacher in the group. 
Rosemary, who was not from Massachusetts, had been brought up 
the daughter of working-class parents during the depression, 
when her father worked on the roads. Her upbringing was 
religious, although, unlike many of the other participants, 
Protestant rather than Catholic. In seeking an occupation 
Rosemary had initially tried nursing and had not liked it. It 
was only in her thirties that she went to college and 
eventually became a teacher. Rosemary was single, and at the 
time of the study she had taught at the school for sixteen of 
the eighteen years she had been teaching. 
Andrea Petrarch also came to Massachusetts later in her 
life: she came to the state in order to go to college. 
Andrea's father had been a railway clerk and there were five 
children so "there wasn't much money." In becoming a teacher 
Andrea had hoped to use her Women's Studies major "to go into 
schools and design programs," but the money was not there 
when she graduated so she got certification in Social 
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Studies. She later switched to English teaching because there 
were more jobs in that field. At the time of the study 
Andrea, who had been at the school for five years, was 
teaching tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grade English. Her 
classes showed the same 50/50 racial makeup as the school as 
a whole. Altogether Andrea had been teaching for ten years 
but she said she would have "gotten out of teaching a few 
years ago except that I had children." Because of her 
discontent with teaching she hoped to switch fields in the 
future. 
Marjorie James, my next participant, had taught at 
Gardenvale Junior High for eleven years. She had grown up the 
daughter of an evangelistic minister, and she too became 
involved in evangelism and had first wanted to go into 
religious journalism. She had got her teacher certification 
more as an "insurance policy" than anything else, and it did 
prove useful as she was able to get teaching positions in the 
towns where her minister husband was sent. Marjorie had not 
much wanted to teach at Gardenvale because of the racial 
problems which it was suffering at the time. But she had 
wanted a job since she was returning to teaching having been 
away from it for eleven years while bringing up her family. 
Although the racial tensions at Gardenvale were not overt in 
1985 as they had been in the seventies, the school population 
remained divided. It had a black population of eighteen 
percent and Hispanic students numbered fifteen percent. The 
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impact of minority status on achievement was very obvious in 
Marjorie's classes: In the 8/1 class she had two black 
students out of a class of about twenty-eight students, 
whereas in her 8/10 class the blacks constituted about sixty 
percent of the group. 
Gillian Hart had taught for fifteen years at her junior 
high school where black students were a thirty percent 
minority. As mentioned in discussing the school contexts in 
which I conducted the study, her classes were very much 
segregated by race, with the number of minorities increasing 
sustantially in the lower tracks. Gillian, one of two 
children in a lower-middle-class Catholic family, went to 
school in the city where she now taught. She had not been 
eager to teach initially and had dropped out of her first 
teacher-certification program at the point where she was 
about to student-teach. Eventually completing her program, 
she took a teaching job rather reluctantly but subsequently 
came to enjoy her work. Gillian was single and did not have 
children. 
My last participant was Connie Reilly. Connie had also 
grown up and gone to school in the city where she now taught. 
Her family had not been wealthy: her Irish father was a tool 
and die maker and her mother had not worked when her children 
were young. However, there had been great emphasis on 
schooling in the family, and Connie and her brother 
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and sister had all gone to college, although they could only 
afford the least expensive schools. At the school where 
Connie had taught for thirteen of the fourteen years she had 
been in teaching, the minority population was nearly sixty 
percent. As in the other junior highs in the study, the 
minority students were most often the poor achievers. Connie, 
who was not married, had recently taken a year off from 
teaching when she worked in industry. This experience 
convinced her that she really did like "working with kids." 
Procedures 
My first and most basic concern in the study was with 
understanding the perspectives of teachers as they teach 
low-income and minority students. Hence, interviewing was the 
central methodology of my design. I was also interested in 
the way participants carried out their roles in their work 
with students in the classroom. Field observation enabled me 
to explore this issue. I did not see the interviewing and 
observation as separate or divergent in their purposes. 
Rather the knowledge acquired during the interviews 
illuminated teachers' behavior and the observation extended 
my understanding of teachers' perceptions. 
Methodological Assumptions 
In having interviewing at the center of my design I was 
basing my investigations on the idea that the "best although 
not necessarily the ultimate authorities as to what an action 
actually is are the actors themselves" (Marsh, et al., p. 
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21). Alfred Schutz (1967) made an early and influential 
statement of this conception of how we acquire social 
knowledge in his book, The Phenomenology of the Social World, 
in which he said: 
f what use is it to talk about the intended meaning of 
an action, when one ignores that phase of the action 
that is relevant to the actor and substitutes for it 
arbitrarily chosen segment of the observed 
performance--the facts ... ? (p. 67) 
an 
Schutz's description of what we do in the process of social 
inquiry stands as a rationale for interview-based research: 
n the face to face situation I literally see my partner 
in front of me. As I watch his face and his gestures 
and listen to his tone of voice I become aware of much 
more than he is deliberately trying to communicate with 
me. (p. 69) 
Schutz claims that we are always to some extent caught in our 
subjective worlds. "I always fall short of grasping the 
totality of your lived experience" (p. 107). But we can 
overcome this subjectivity by attempting to "constantly check 
what is going on in other people's minds" (p. 171). This 
model in which the researcher is involved in a process of 
trying to understand participants' subjective experience was 
that on which my study was based. Hence, my research began 
with in-depth interviews; during my observations of teachers' 
classroom activities I continued to interview them about the 
meaning of their actions; and my study ended with an 
interview in which participants were asked to look broadly at 
the significance of their experience as they saw it. 
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It is important to note, however, that while I was 
assuming that the participants were the "best authorities on 
their own actions", I did not assume they were the "ultimate 
authorities" on these roles. That is, I was inevitably 
involved in a process of interpretation of their roles in the 
light of my knowledge of their social and cultural 
backgrounds, and with an understanding of the contexts in 
which they were placed. Hence my interpretation of their 
roles was not always the same as their own views of them. 
In-Depth Interviewing 
I chose in-depth interviewing as the way to establish 
connection with participants' experience because it is a 
methodology which is designed to encourage an equitable and 
trusting relationship between researcher and participant. 
The process which I used was adapted from the model which is 
described by Seidman et al. , (1983) in their report on The 
Work of Community College Teachers. Their methodology 
fulfills the phenomenological notion of social investigation 
as described by Alfred Schutz. In their research, the 
interviews aim to create the kind of open communication which 
Schutz (1967) sees as the ideal basis of social research. The 
pattern of equitable communication is established from the 
first moment of contact between participant and researcher. 
Schutz argues that this ideal model for social scientific 
inquiry is the same as that which we automatically follow in 
our everyday life in order to acquire social knowledge. He 
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sees this process as made up of two components—the state of 
being absorbed in a "living experience " (p. 51), when we are 
involved in action of one kind or another, and the state of 
reflection on our experience when we step outside of activity 
in order to make sense of our actions. Our experience 
according to Schutz only becomes meaningful in "retrospect" 
as we look back on the "stream of pure duration" (p. 51). 
Schutz claims that in social scientific research, too, we 
need to distinguish as far as possible between the process of 
trying to absorb the details of our subject and the process 
of interpretation of this subject. Schutz does not claim that 
we ever totally distinguish these processes since our minds 
are constantly interpreting. Rather, as he suggests, we need 
to be aware of the presence of our subjective perspectives so 
they do not dominate the subject we are trying to understand 
(p. 218). 
In-depth interviewing embodies this principle in that the 
subject of concern is explored not through looking at the 
participants' ideas and opinions on the issues involved, but 
through a sharing of the participants' "lived experience" (p. 
51). The first two interviews focus on the concrete details 
of participants' past and present experience. Only in the 
final interview are participants asked to reflect upon the 
significance of the experience. Similarly the role of the 
interviewer is not to ask specific questions which may 
structure participants' rendering of their experience but to 
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listen while participants share their views of their work 
(Seidman, et al.,1983, p. 665). The assumption underlying the 
methodology is that the topic of the interviews is central to 
participants' lives and therefore it is appropriate to 
conduct the interviews in this way. 
In the in-depth interviewing process as described by 
Seidman et al., the desired relationship is also built by 
making each interview of considerable length, giving 
participant and researcher time to establish communication. 
Their model consists of three interviews, each of ninety 
minutes, conducted with a space of at least three days 
between interviews (p. 24). With some variation because of 
the inclusion of field observation in my design, I followed 
this pattern. Like theirs my interviews were audiotaped. 
The themes of each interview in my study were as follows: 
1. Describe your experience up until you came to be a 
teacher in a school where many of the students are from 
low-income and minority backgrounds.In this interview I was 
interested in participants' family life and upbringing, 
particularly their class and cultural background and 
education. 
2. Describe what it is like for you to teach English 
to students from low-income and minority backgrounds. 
Here I explored the daily details of participants' work as 
teachers in their schools. 
52 
After the second interview I pursued this interest in the 
details of teachers’ experience through another methodology, 
through field observation of the teachers in their 
classrooms. My aim in doing this was to augment the 
conception of teachers' practice I had gained during the 
interviews. As suggested earlier I did not see the 
perspective adopted during the field observations as 
antithetical to that of the interviewing. Certainly during 
the field observation I was more removed from the teachers' 
perspectives than during the in-depth interviews. However, my 
goal continued to be to make my interpretations of teachers' 
actions in the light of knowledge of their motivations and 
intentions. Informal interviews after class helped me to do 
this. 
My final in-depth interview was held after the field 
observations. The topic of this interview was: 
3. How do you understand your work as a teacher of 
English in this school? 
In this interview, participants were asked to reflect on 
their past and present experience and talk about how they 
understood their role as English teachers of low-income and 
minority students. In this interview I was interested in 
participants' past and present experience as discussed in the 
first two in-depth interviews, as well as their experience as 
we had shared it during the field observations. This 
procedure was in keeping with the phenomenological principles 
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Of my design in that the reflective interview was held after 
the details of participants’ experience had been shared both 
through observation and interviewing. 
Field Observations 
My field observations were largely made up of visits to 
the participants' classes as they taught their lower level 
students. I observed participants approximately ten times in 
these classes. (The number of visits made to each of the 
participant's classes varied, sometimes because of scheduling 
problems, or because in some participants' cases I felt I 
needed to make more observations, and in some cases fewer 
seemed sufficient.) Whenever possible I began my observations 
within a few days of the second interview, leaving enough 
time for researcher and participant to digest what had been 
talked about during the first two interviews, but not enough 
time for our relationship to lapse. For the same reason the 
final interview was held within a week of the end of the 
field observation. During the observations I focused first on 
the teachers' English curriculum: what language skills they 
emphasized, what literature they read with the students, and 
what kinds of written work were done in their classes. I was 
also interested in participants' methods of instruction: how 
they organized their classes, what role they took in 
directing lessons, and what role they gave to the students. 
I observed teachers' practices at the level of language: what 
language they used and encouraged the students to use. With 
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regard to language I was particularly interested in 
participants' approaches to language differences between 
themselves and the students, especially their attitudes to 
nonstandard dialects when they occurred in the classroom. In 
order to have a more precise record of teachers' classroom 
activities I audiotaped a number of classes of each 
participant. 
In order to explore the background to teachers' actions I 
had informal talks with teachers as often as I could during 
the observation period. Frequently I audiotaped these 
conversations. This helped me to understand the class I had 
just observed, and to avoid what Mehan (1979) described as 
unfounded attributions as to the mental states or intentions 
of the participants" (p. 29). Our discussions also helped me 
to clarify the issue of the significance of the school 
context in constraining teachers' actions . (I asked about 
the role teachers had in deciding curriculum, what methods of 
accountability there were in the school, what materials they 
were given, and other questions which might help me to 
understand the teachers' context.) 
As a way of gaining perspective on the teachers' work 
with these students, I also observed the teachers as they 
taught an upper level English class. In doing this I aimed to 
have some source of comparison with the lower group rather 
than a thorough knowledge of what was happening in the upper 
level classes. Therefore I did not observe as frequently in 
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this class as in the lower group, usually making one or two 
visits. 
My role in the classroom was that of an outsider. At the 
start of the observations I introduced myself to students, 
gave out an information sheet about my project for the 
students and their parents, and answered any questions they 
might have about my project. From then on, with the 
exceptions of the occasions discussed below, I tried to be as 
inconspicuous a presence in the classroom as possible. As 
was predictable, a number of participants remarked, 
particularly at the beginning of the observation period, that 
because of my presence the students were either more subdued 
or more lively than usual. However, it seemed that with time 
the students noticed me less. Some of the teachers also 
reported feeling somewhat tense because of having me in the 
classroom, but my observations of the teachers' behavior 
suggested that this awkwardness diminished as I became a more 
routine presence. Scheduling my visits in a block helped this 
familiarization process, and it also enabled me to better 
understand teachers' curriculum and pedagogy as they 
developed from one lesson to the next. 
During the classes I took notes. My notes were 
descriptions of what the teacher was doing rather than 
interpretations of this behavior. 
One unscheduled aspect of my research, which brought me 
out of my 'outsider' role, but which gave me valuable 
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insights into the teachers' approaches to their work, 
occurred when some participants offered me the chance at the 
end of my observations to discuss with students their 
understanding of their English classes. On these occasions I 
talked with students, usually in a group, about what they 
felt was emphasized in their English classes, what reading/ 
writing was done, how it was done, and other questions which 
I had also asked their teachers. At times the students 
provided formulations of the situation which I found very 
useful. For instance a female student in Andrea's class 
talked about how well organized and thorough Andrea was as a 
teacher, and this alerted me to an aspect of Andrea's 
strategy for teaching of which I had only been partially 
aware. 
Data Analysis 
The primary data that I gathered during my research 
consisted of audiotapes from the in-depth interviews and from 
some of the informal interviews and classroom observations. 
In some cases I had complete transcripts of interviews and 
observations. I also had notes of further interviews and 
observations. 
At the end of the research process, using the research 
questions with which I had begun my inquiry (see chapter 1, 
Statement of the Problem), together with my awareness of the 
areas which had emerged as important during the process of 
doing the research, I was able to construct a tentative list 
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of categories relating to issues common to participants. 
These categories covered the broad scope of my interests in 
the dissertation, from those referring to participants' 
backgrounds to those which covered their views of students, 
their curriculum and methods of instruction, and their 
overall sense of their role. I also had similar categories 
for organizing the observation material. Using these 
preliminary categories I began to go through the audiotapes 
or transcripts of the interviews with each participant and 
the records of the field observations, noting on filing cards 
material which related to each category. My notes were in the 
form of verbatim quotations of the participants' statements 
relating to that category, or in the case of the observation 
material, quotations from the proceedings of their classes. I 
found that my categorizing had to be flexible in order to 
capture the experience of the individual participants but 
that there was enough commonality in their experience and 
concerns to make it possible to organize my data in this way. 
Studies by Lofland and Lofland (1984) and Agar (1980) on the 
methods of qualitative reseach were useful in suggesting ways 
of organizing and analyzing my material. 
Data Use 
In the present study I have used the material I gathered 
in this process of categorization in two main ways: first, in 
writing analyses of the patterns in terms of background and 
present approach to their work which emerged among the group 
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of participants; and second, in constructing case studies of 
individual participants who I felt particularly illustrated 
these patterns. In both these instances material from the 
interviews with participants was the basis of my analysis. I 
used the information on participants' classroom activities to 
extend my analysis of their approach to their work, and to 
illustrate how participants' ideas were manifested in action. 
Thematic chapters 
The results of my thinking and writing on the patterns 
among participants were the five thematic chapters of this 
study: chapter 4 on participants' backgrounds and how they 
came to be teachers in this context, chapters 5, 6 and 7, on 
participants views of students and their response to them in 
terms of curriculum and methods of instruction, and chapter 8 
on the ways in which the students, the school context and 
social forces, affected participants' approach to their work. 
Case Studies 
My analysis of the patterns among participants involved 
me in working with material from all of the participants on 
each issue. However, as I worked I noted that some 
participants more vividly illustrated aspects of these 
patterns than others. I chose these participants as the 
subjects of the case studies. The profiles of Mary and 
Christine illustrate what I saw as the basic split among 
participants in terms of response to students, and Sally's 
story was chosen to dramatize the section on gender because 
59 
her own consciousness of the issue made it a very significant 
presence in her life. As well as illustrating a particular 
aspect of my findings I wanted my case studies to be 
alternative ways of presenting the general patterns I found 
among the group. For instance, class factors were also 
apparent in Sally's story and her profile has much to say 
about how her school administration affected her work--two 
general issues I explored in the study. 
These case studies consisted of profiles of the 
participants' stories composed in their own words, followed 
by my analysis of their approach to their role. In making 
this analysis I also used material from the field 
observations to illustrate my view of participants' approach. 
In order to construct the profiles I wove together excerpts 
from different parts of the interviews in order to make 
coherent statements of the participants' perspectives. Words 
were deleted for the sake of brevity, but except for 
occasional parenthetical insertions, the profiles kept to the 
words of the participants without alteration and with 
consideration for the way they were said in the original 
context. 
CHAPTER IV 
FAMILY BACKGROUND AND EDUCATION: 
THE PREPARATION OF TEACHERS 
The subject of this chapter is the patterns of family 
background and education among participants. In looking at 
these patterns I will claim that participants' experience in 
their families and at school shaped the way they subsequently 
perceived and acted in their roles as teachers. 
Participants' Socialization 
Socioeconomic Backgrounds 
The first striking aspect of participants' backgrounds is 
that there is a distinct pattern in terms of class among 
them. None of the participants came from well-to-do homes. On 
the contrary the pattern was for them to come from relatively 
poor families. Participants' pictures of their childhood 
stressed the limitations their social and economic 
circumstances placed upon them. 
My father worked but for some reason we seemed to be 
very poor. I always had hand-me-down clothing. [I] don't 
remember going out to eat once with my parents. We were 
never hungry, had to rely on uncles to take us out, 
never went anywhere. It wasn't until high school that I 
took a trip with my class. We went to Boston 
(Christine). 
I always had the feeling because I was underprivileged 
economically that people were superior to me. As a 
result I was pretty insecure. As children we weren't 
able to experience as much as our peers did. We never 
went away on vacation. I had never seen Cape Cod (Mary). 
We never went away on vacations. There wasn't much 
money. My parents weren't like that. I think I went to 
the lake once with my mother. My father would take us to 
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(Andrea)?°ther’S after church* We went to New York once 
My father was a tool and die maker, worked for other 
S*U hi* life* If he’d his own business he 
. ght have made out better, but he always provided an 
income. In junior high they bought a home, hard working 
not saving, getting by with three children (Connie). 
For many of the participants their work as teachers 
represented a distinct step up in status, security, and pay 
from the situation of their parents. Except for Margaret's 
mother who was a nurse and Marjorie's father who was a 
clergyman, there were no professional people in participants' 
immediate families. (Mary and Margaret report having an uncle 
and an aunt who were teachers but these were exceptions to 
the general pattern.) Most of the participants' fathers had 
manual or low-status clerical jobs. Connie's father was a 
tool and die maker, Andrea's worked for the railways, 
Margaret's was a liquor salesman. Margaret's was the most 
affluent family among the participants. They owned a two- 
family house and were able to rent part of it to others. 
However, Margaret's father was sick and unable to work for 
seven years of her childhood so her mother had to support the 
family on her wage as a nurse. Among the other participants 
Christine's father had worked as a printer and Gillian's was 
a fireman (later district chief). Rosemary, who grew up 
during the depression, described how "My dad used to get up 
at three o'clock in the morning and walk six miles in the 
snow to shovel highways." Participants' mothers, with the 
exception of Margaret's, either did not work outside the home 
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or had fairly low-paying, low-status jobs-in factories or in 
stores. Very few of the parents were educated beyond high 
school. Participants often saw their parents as restricted by 
socioeconomic circumstances from pursuing the education they 
would like. Christine described her father, who had not 
finished high school, as "artistic. Music, art, books were 
important. Mary had a similar story about her parents, 
neither of whom had gone to college. Mary described her 
father as sharing as much as he could of her education: "My 
father was always the type if you were reading a book and you 
put it down he'd grab it." When she was in college this gre 
lw to the extent that one of her college professors came to 
know about her father's interest and took to sending books 
home to him. Her mother she saw as a highly cultured woman 
despite her lack of a college degree: 
She was smart. She could sew beautifully, excellent 
seamstress. She could do arithmetic in her head, almost 
anything. She was good at English and Latin and she took 
Greek and mastered it very well (Mary). 
Rosemary regretted that her father became so exhausted with 
work that he lost most of his desire to read: 
My father--master mechanic, self-educated, very, very 
smart, used to work eight, ten, twelve hours a day. You 
don't just sit down and read a book when you get 
home--read the paper, crossword puzzle (Rosemary). 
However, participants saw their parents as very committed to 
their children's education, encouraging in them attitudes of 
diligence and respect for their teachers. They had high 
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standards for their children and at times resorted to harsh 
measures to enforce them: 
It was my mother who insisted 
educated beyond high school, 
couldn’t afford it during the 
that we were to be 
She would have liked to but 
depression (Connie). 
In my family to be a teacher was a really bie 
(Sally)n°b0dy had eV6r been t0 colleSe before me 
My father always had the feeling that if you didn't get 
S r?15{?t A-.S f0j d never get into college. If I got a C 
my father locked me up because he thought I could do 
better.... All three of us as we were growing up if we 
made grammar mistakes my mother would grab you by your 
neck and sit you down in a chair and have you write it 
ten or twelve times--"Never get away with anything like 
that in my house (Mary). 
The teacher was always right. What did you do wrong? 
(Christine). 6 
Participants consistently stressed the centrality of 
activities like reading and writing in their families: 
My parents were always reading the newspapers, 
discussing the news (Andrea). 
The folks were always interested in world affairs so I 
would overhear (Marjorie). 
My mother tried to instill in us that LbabitJ of reading 
before you went to bed (Connie). 
A pattern among the participants which is suggestive of the 
background of the future English teacher is the fact that a 
number of participants spoke of being avid readers when they 
were young: 
Reading was a pleasure and a retreat (Margaret). 
In high school I would get thirty cents a day. I'd save 
it up. I would go downtown after school to Greene's 
secondhand bookshop. I would prowl around there, getting 
lost in all those books. I would buy some books and 
maybe have enough for an eclair. I loved that, 
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TVSthi\W°?'d disappear except what I was lookine at 
s in the literary and debating society, writine^ 
poetry and doing creative writing (Gillian). 8 
We had a reading club. I read Little Women elm/Pn * 
(Miry)"meS’“the reC°rd f°r all~he girls in the class 
to fhP VKth ’ ®very Saturday morning, he would take me 
fc£e llbrary. I could read anything I wanted to read 
hS A°uld ^u®stlon me about it. By ten years old I 
had read Hugo, Dumas, Thackeray (Rosemary). 
All participants, whether they were readers or not, were very 
successful students. It seems both because of their parents' 
attitudes and because of their own propensities participants 
felt very involved in the process of schooling: 
I always found a way to enjoy school (Andrea). 
I remember studying a lot but it was always a joy. The 
perfect student--! never cut class (Sally). 
Good student, very good in church work and so on, head 
of evangelism as far as young people were concerned in 
the state, always got good grades, typical "good girl" 
(Marjorie). 
I thought it was the greatest experience to go to 
school. I was a very serious student. I wanted to do 
well to please my parents. I wanted to spare them and 
spare me (Margaret). 
School was not something I dreaded. I was always 
interested in what was going to happen (Gillian). 
As a consequence of their seriousness about school, 
participants were consistently in the top academic groups. 
I got my first D in junior high. It crushed me. I don't 
think I ever did get a D in high school or thereafter 
(Connie). 
My best friends were like the first and the second and 
the third and I was eighth. I was very upset with that 
(Marjorie). 
I straight-aced all the way through (Rosemary). 
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Participants stressed the coherence between their concerns 
and those of the school. School was a place where they felt 
successful: 
Lu1WayNa,l028 WeU With the teachers, always did 
weil-- National Honors society. Junior high was no 
problem academically-thrived on it actually, won an 
ward for getting straight A's two years in a row I 
liked my teachers (Christine). 1 
I don't think school was a problem for us. I think we 
understood why we were there and we never bucked the 
rules (Mary). 
School in those days played a much greater role in our 
lives. We did everything connected with school. We had 
dances on Friday nights and everyone would go to the 
dances including the teachers (Christine). 
We were very close to our teachers. It wasn't at all 
uncommon for us to spend time together after school or 
on Saturdays. They were definite models for us (Mary). 
It is interesting given their future as teachers to note the 
model of authority which participants absorbed during their 
schooling: 
In those days there were no problems. Everyone was 
perfectly disciplined (Sally). 
The teachers were not there to motivate, not there to 
make your schooling a pleasurable experience. They were 
hard teachers in junior high. I don't think they ever 
treated kids as persons, as classes, not as individuals. 
They were not your friends (Connie). 
We were conformists. We did what we were told (Mary). 
Religion 
Another element in participants' socialization was 
religious education. All of the participants except two were 
brought up as Catholic. It seems that this Catholic 
upbringing reinforced in participants the values of dutiful 
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hard work which pervaded their families. Participants spoke 
of being raised to feel "guilty" if they did not work as hard 
as possible (Sally). Looking back on her parents' approach to 
her, Gillian talked of the way they were good at "guilt 
trips" when she "disappointed" them in her school 
performances. For some participants, too, other religious 
ideas were important. Christine spoke of the importance in 
her upbringing of the notion of helping the less fortunate, 
which she felt she derived from her Catholic mother. Rosemary 
and Marjorie, who were the exceptions to the pattern of 
Catholicism, were raised on the idea of all being "equal in 
God's sight" (Marjorie), and they felt this became 
Particularly significant to them when they came to teach in a 
racially mixed school. Although many of the participants were 
brought up as Catholic nearly all attended public junior and 
senior high schools. The exceptions were Andrea, who moved 
from parochial school in the ninth grade, and Margaret, who 
persuaded her parents to send her to a private Catholic 
school for the last years of high school because she felt she 
was not learning enough in the public school. Margaret's 
relatively affluent family background made this possible for 
her. For the other participants it would have been an 
unrealistic request. 
As one looks at participants' upbringing it becomes clear 
that the values of conscientiousness and diligence and 
deference to authority were most important in their 
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experience. It will be argued in this study that these values 
came to shape the way participants responded to their work as 
teachers. They were important in defining the way 
participants saw the students and the way they chose to 
operate in their school contexts. 
Getting to College 
One of the most important beliefs of participants' 
childhoods was what Mary called "the American dream” that an 
education, particularly a college education, was the key to 
self-improvement: 
[.There was] constant teaching from kindergarten on that 
it you were going to survive you had to go to college* 
that every minute of your life was dedicated to getting 
yourself educated and getting to college (Mary). 
I think college was a goal when I was a kid. I know that 
grades were always very important to me. Parents 
sacrificed to send their kids to college. My mother had 
dreamed and planned for my college education. College 
graduation was a very important highlight for her 
(Marjorie). 
Education represented a means of escaping the limitations 
of their childhood. Going away to college enabled 
participants to move out of the world they grew up in. Mary 
expressed this point of view very strongly as did Christine: 
In the seventh and eighth grade. I was very jealous of 
kids who had all those things. There was no doubt in my 
mind that the way to catch up on all those people was to 
get to college--making myself better so I could be part 
of that life. Going to college, I couldn't wait, a whole 
new world opening up (Mary). 
Most of all |_college was] getting away and living away 
from home. I remember being angry that my father had 
died and we had no money. My friends were going to 
college. I was just determined to go also (Christine). 
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Although college was their way out of poverty, 
socioeconomic circumstances limited their abil 
participants' 
ity to pursue 
this goal. For a number of them the only colleges open to 
them were the very cheapest: 
I went to college in Ohio because we really couldn't 
afford east-coast schools (Marjorie). 
College--1 couldn't afford to get away from home right 
away, stayed at home and worked in the flower shop §I 
(ChrlsUne). 006 CSnt’ workinS my way or lo™s 
Participants' class backgrounds influenced their 
education to the extent of defining the careers open to them. 
More specifically, socioeconomic background was a major 
factor behind participants' choice to undertake teaching as a 
career. Connie and Sally did not so much choose to be 
teachers as they chose to go to a college which happened to 
be a teachers college because it was the least expensive 
school available: 
Teachers' college--it was because of the financial 
aspect of it. It was expected financially. It was 
necessary to get a college education and if that was the 
only place we could get it we would accept it. Our 
expectations were not high (Connie). 
My family didn't have much money. I was more or less 
told I had to go to the community college. They appealed 
to my sympathies. If I wanted to go to college that's 
where I had to go (Sally). 
For individuals from working-class or lower- middle-class 
backgrounds such as those of the participants, teaching 
represented one of the only contacts with a professional life 
which would take them beyond their parents' income and 
status. For many of them, teaching provided the means to a 
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secure and relatively prestigious job without having to 
invest time and money in extra training. As Lortie (1975) 
points out, teaching is unique among the professions in not 
requiring a great deal of specialized training (p. 46). A 
number of participants had committed themselves to jobs 
before they had graduated from college. Margaret took a 
position in a sixth grade self-contained classroom even 
though she wanted to teach high school. "The reason I took 
the job was the security. They granted me the position in my 
senior year." Mary also made sure that she had a job before 
she had finished college: "By the end of my senior year I had 
three contracts." In some cases participants spoke of 
becoming a teacher as just a chance occupation in which they 
ended up staying. Behind these seemingly random decisions 
factors of class can be seen to be important. Christine spoke 
of the beginning of her career in this way: 
I had no intentions of teaching at all. I don't know 
what I expected, what to do with my education. I think 
what I wanted was to go to Germany and teach [English on 
an army base]. All of a sudden the principal who had 
been a distant cousin of my mother's called, said one 
teacher was going to be out for half a year. 
Christine was a student who had put herself through college. 
She had had little encouragement from home in her efforts to 
pursue a career. Her father had died and her mother felt that 
Christine was being excessively ambitious in even thinking of 
going to college and could not be more than a distant support 
for her daughter: "She was very proud of me. 'My daughter's a 
junior in college'. She was worried about money problems. 
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Christine herself felt pressure to have a secure career 
because of her family's situation. "I saw my mother aged 
forty-five, widowed, no skills and I was determined it wasn't 
going to happen to me." This was the context in which a 
teaching job was offered to her. In such a situation the 
offer of an immediate position was too good an opportunity to 
pass up. As it happened she liked it: "I didn't want to teach 
but I was glad I did." In the context of this discussion her 
story is one which suggests the way in which teaching is a 
profession which offers a means of upward social mobility for 
individuals from working-class backgrounds such as 
Christine s. "Although they may have dreamed of higher-income 
occupations, it seems likely that they valued the security 
proffered by classroom teaching" (Lortie, p. 36). 
Gender 
The theme which echoes through all the participants' 
stories of becoming teachers is that it was one of very few 
possibilities they considered. Moreover the constraints upon 
them were not simply economic. Issues of gender also affected 
their choices. Looking back on themselves as they embarked on 
their careers, participants saw their choices as limited by 
the assumptions of their time about what was an appropriate 
career for a woman. Almost unanimously participants said 
about themselves that the only possibilities open to them 
were teaching, nursing, or some variation on a secretarial 
job: 
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ah^e,IKWaS 8rowinS UP a woman was a nurse, a secceLa,v 
eacher, or stayed home. Nobody ever told me about ail 
those exciting, exotic jobs out there. I didn?t want to 
nurle^An^T^1/"? 1 certainlY don't want to be a 
teacher^(Sally)^n * Want t0 gSt married 50 1 ^a™a a 
You either taught, nursed, or worked for the phone 
company (Margaret). F 
At that time if you were a woman you were a teacher or 
nurse or a medical secretary or a director of religious 
educatron which I figured I didn't want to be 8 
(Marjorie). 
or a 
It was written in stone. Once I had decided not to 
become a nurse the teachers' college it was. It never 
occurred to me to go into business. It was part of the 
tenor of the times (Connie). 
Implicit in the assumption that teaching was an appropriate 
job for them was the belief that participants were destined 
for marriage and children. Their range of choice fitted in 
with that role--nursing and secretarial positions also 
involved looking after people--patients or the boss. At the 
time they were making decisions about their careers 
participants did not question these assumptions. Whether they 
were consciously aiming for marriage or not, they managed to 
work out a career within these constraints. It is important 
to note here that although participants can be seen to be 
conforming to the female pattern of pursuing a career which 
accomodates marriage and motherhood, this is not to suggest 
that participants did not take their careers seriously. Nor 
were they fundamentally only interested in getting married. 
While they may have assumed they would get married, 
participants felt it was very important for them to have a 
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career both financially and because of the satisfaction it 
would bring. However, participants’ stories show the ways in 
which they were led to accept contemporary assumptions about 
the kind of career they should have. Gillian was a case in 
point. She experienced pressure from her parents to choose 
teaching because of its convenience for a married woman, and 
because of the security teaching offered. She saw the process 
of ending up in teaching as one in which she exercised little 
will of her own: 
The teacher thing came from both my parents. "Get a 
w£hln§"d?85ee*» You 11 always have something to fall 
back on. I don t ever remember wanting to be a teacher 
I wanted to be a veterinarian or an artist or a cowboy.* 
Like all parents they expected me to get married and y 
hreiShlldren* But they alwaYs wanted me to be prepared 
should anything happen to my mythological 
husband--something to fall back on. Teaching was the 
key. It was an assumed fact. It wasn't something 
discussed. Clearly in their minds I was going to be a 
teacher. I never really thought about it. 
The story of her actually taking a teaching position 
illustrates the nature of her situation in relation to 
teaching: 
I got a job in a factory. Then a phone call came that a 
teacher was Quitting. That was the last two weeks of the 
year. That was the start of the job I've had for fifteen 
years. I came in next day. I had no idea where anything 
was. I didn't know if I wanted to do it. Probably my 
mother said "What have you got to lose? This is the way 
to maybe get your foot in the door". I had applied for 
teaching jobs, didn't have my heart in it, wound up 
being a teacher without any conscious choice on my part. 
For many of the participants the choice to do teaching 
evolved more because it seemed preferable to nursing or the 
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other options open to them rather than because it was 
something intrinsically attractive. Connie's mother 
^'iAltnUed that my sister would be a teacher and I 
Tr^ a purse- 1 just didn,t want to be a nurse I joined the future teachers' club at school and it was 
just sort of assumed that we would be teachers or 
whatever--women did two things. It wasn’t any really 
burning desire of my own to be a teacher, i/was lust 
tordo°f 3 natUral exPectation--it was sort of theJ thing 
Family finances were tight: 
My mother could afford to send us to the community 
college and commute. She could not afford to send us to 
any other school. One thing evolved into another and I 
found myself at the community college going through 
those courses and becoming a teacher, not something that 
i intrinsically wanted to do other than I preferred 
teaching to nursing (Connie). 
Andrea actually tried nursing for a while but switched to 
teaching after not enjoying nursing courses in college: 
I thought very traditionally. I liked science. If you 
were female you became a nurse. It was either that or 
teaching. I never really thought of any other option. 
Participants might have had more "exotic" plans but abandoned 
them for the more realistic option of teaching: 
I had no intentions of teaching. I was going into 
religious journalism and I found I couldn't meet the 
deadlines (Marjorie). 
It was hard to get a job. My fantasies would be--I was 
thinking it would be nice to get married. I was torn 
between two traditions. I didn't know anybody I wanted 
to marry (Sally). 
In looking at participants' reasons for choosing 
teaching, it is revealing to consider the impact of 
participants' own teachers in influencing them. In this 
regard participants particularly mentioned the female 
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teachers they had, usually during elementary school. However 
participants' descriptions of these women suggest their 
ambivalence about the model that they represented. Their 
image was as much a source of aversion as something which 
attracted participants to teaching. Participants suggested 
that the fact that their teachers were often unmarried and 
were frequently authoritarian in their classrooms created 
images which they themselves did not aim to emulate: 
[Teachers in elementary school] —all women, all ugly, 
piLT- domin^nng I always felt they had nothing 
£ in? their llves except the class of kids so 
they had to have total control over them; and I never 
wanted to he like them and to this day I strive not to 
Teachers in elementary school-all female and all 
single. Most of them in their sixties. I don't ever 
remember any child acting out (Margaret). 
Old Miss Ryan—one of those war horses, very strict, 
very insecure in her classroom. She had conferences with 
my mother but she was terrible to the kids, our Miss 
Dove type—straight back, old shoes, older lady, 
uncomfortable, maybe frightened (Connie). 
It seems that in disliking the image of the female teacher 
they had experienced during their schooling participants were 
recognizing that the other side of the dedicated woman 
teacher is the "Miss Dove" type--the fierce woman teacher, 
frustrated with her recalcitrant students, feeling trapped in 
a job that gives her few rewards. Participants hoped to 
escape this fate. 
Participants liked their teachers in high school much 
more, and some of them speak of this being the time they 
began to think of becoming a teacher. Sally, who felt such 
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distaste for the image of elementary school teachers, said: 
"The teachers were much better than in elementary school, and 
probably that's the beginnings of wanting to be a teacher." 
In choosing to be high school teachers they were, in part at 
least, avoiding the traditional role of the female teacher 
which has always been that of the elementary school teacher. 
(Women were not supposed to have the academic abilities or 
interests needed for high school teaching ([Woody, 1929, p. 
509]). Margaret felt that the teachers she had in junior high 
were so good that she wanted to be like them: "I had always 
wanted to be a teacher. I think that stemmed back to junior 
high school years when I had very strong teachers." 
Although participants did not see female teachers as 
inspiring them to do teaching they do suggest that some of 
their former women teachers became important influences over 
them when they began to teach. Even Sally felt she was more 
influenced by her "domineering" elementary teachers than she 
would have wished. "I think I was too strong a disciplinarian 
that first year. I wanted to start out just right. I tried to 
mold myself after them. It didn't really work." Connie's case 
was also illuminating in this regard. She clearly felt 
conflicted about the teachers she had in school. She felt 
great respect for them because of the control they had in 
their classrooms, but she saw their approach as harsh. She 
mentioned particularly a female teacher, Mrs. Singer, whom as 
a child she feared, yet felt she owed her "a great deal of 
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inger had a system of demerits; if you didn't have 
^ “ld« en°^ °r if you did"'t raise your hand ight you got demerits, not that you ever got 
ts-- Ly°u were too scared to misbehave.] There was 
tn? fc?af fhepwas ln t1otal control and she was very 
ing, a lot of homework. You wrote from the moment 
^h5re* You didn,t talk, you didn't fool 
. We had twenty-five sentences to do in class, 
would be erased and she'd put twenty-five more up. 
knowing my grammar cold (Connie). 
It will be shown in later sections of this chapter that the 
conflicts experienced by Sally and Connie were common among 
participants. Although participants had not always liked the 
authoritarian role of many of their female teachers, they had 
also experienced the power these teachers had. When 
participants were confronted with students whom they found 
difficult to handle, they found the role a useful one and 
adopted it despite their misgivings. 
In choosing their careers participants can also be seen 
to be influenced by their mothers' work patterns. They speak 
of their mothers' situations as demonstrating the necessity 
of a career both for its own sake and financially: 
I didn't feel my mother was very happy because she 
stayed in the house all the time with the kids. She was 
never allowed to work because a woman's place was home. 
I could sense her frustration and maybe that affected me 
(Sally). 
My mother really hated doing housework. She loved having 
children, loved taking care of them, hated what she had 
to do to go through it--clean houses and cook. More and 
more got foisted on me. My mother was a very strong 
woman. She was broken by being locked into the 
traditional role (Andrea). 
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My father could not work for seven vears Wo roai • 
would6have bee^ve^difficulf (Sarga?e?)?f'8881011 thingS 
Christine felt that her mother had influenced her towards a 
more traditional, maternal view of her role in her work. She 
felt that her own desire to care for the needy came from her 
mother's influence: 
My mother was a very good person, an example, very warm 
wafkinl d? Pe^°n Wh° wouid feed> 1 swear, s^ebody 
alktng down the street that looked hungry, a mother. I 
?^i^Caring f2r the needy through her. My mother 
instilled in us good values. We were overly generous 
helping out where we could, sharing. I had^strong need 
to do something for somebody else. When I went to § 
Colombia I felt more needed there and that's one of the 
reasons I went over there. I was working with white, 
middle class people and I didn't feel needed. 
What Christine saw as the less valuable side of her mother's 
influence was the fact that her mother did not really see the 
need for Christine to have a career at all outside the home: 
My mother wasn't for college. Like most mothers: "Find a 
good guy and marry, settle down. You're good at working 
at the flower shop. That's all you really need. Why do 
you have this high hope of graduating?" 
Andrea similarly felt that her mother's model was one she had 
to work to overcome: 
[My] mother couldn't wait to have children, didn't want 
to work, [i] never [had] that atmosphere of really 
getting ahead. I always lack that feeling, don't have 
the motivation to look for anything else. 
Such socialization against ambition in their careers undercut 
the strong encouragement that participants' parents gave to 
their daughters to succeed at school. Participants were 
united in saying that their parents did not hold them back 
academically because they were female: 
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My father did not hold me back 
was understood that they would 
within reason (Andrea). 
because I was female. It 
put us through college 
My mother was the kind of 
to cook when you have to. 
(Marjorie). 
woman who said "You learn how 
I want you to do your studies" 
In sports and athletics 
was a girl (Gillian). I was encouraged even though I 
Far from being discouraged from achieving academically 
Christine received attention in her family only through her 
efforts in this area: "The only way I could compete with my 
brother was academically--to get attention." 
Success in academic work at school and in college was 
something participants were supposed to do. And yet their 
parents had limited views of what their daughters might do 
with their education. It seems participants received somewhat 
mixed messages from their families in terms of their approach 
to work. They were encouraged, but only to go so far and in 
certain prescribed directions. The impact of this was evident 
in their view of themselves as students. Despite their 
belief in themselves as "serious students" (Connie) a number 
of participants spoke of being content to be a little below a 
top student, in fact preferring to be a middle-of-the-road 
achiever. Participants' acceptance of this second best view 
of themselves may have been the result of working-class and 
female socialization toward a relatively limited view of 
their prospects. Sennett and Cobb (1973) speak of the ways in 
which working-class people develop low expectations of 
themselves as a result of others' low expectations of them 
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(chap. 1). Participants' parents did not see their children 
as assured of success in their careers. The great emphasis in 
participants' families on working hard showed the strength 
of their fear that their children might not succeed. Hence 
participants received from their upbringing a view of 
themselves as battling to "make it" rather than certainly 
succeeding. In the light of this socialization participants’ 
ideas about themselves as only capable of being middle-of-the 
road achievers, even preferring it that way, have echoes of 
the defenses" that Sennett and Cobb see working-class people 
as developing to explain and justify their relatively low 
achievement (Chap. 4). 
I never wanted to be a top student, ever. I just wanted 
to do well. A B or a "C" was acceptable (Margaret). 
I've always been kind of in between, not excelling 
terrifically. They wanted to put me in the accelerated 
classes and I said No, I want to be just a regular guy" 
(Sally). 
I didn't stand out academically. I did well. My 
teachers, I suspect, most would not remember me. It kind 
of fits with my whole scheme of life. You do enough to 
get by (Andrea). 
I finally became a serious student, lots of success, 
maybe not A's but certainly B's which was enough as far 
as I was concerned (Connie). 
Participants' female socialization was also part of what 
limited their academic ambitions. The options participants 
saw for themselves: teacher, nurse, secretary, or marriage 
were not options which required them to be top students. 
Marjorie got married during her senior year in college. She 
felt: "The best thing about college was I met John there. My 
80 
marriage took precedence over my career." Connie was also a 
participant whose story is characterized by limited ideas of 
What she might gain from her education and career. She was 
brought up to see education as doing what she was told to do 
I wouidn t do anything out of line. I did everything I 
was supposed to do, wasn't any shining student^ mid8to 
awful Tntdlf’i^SSeu by 3 l0t because there were an 
awful lot of kids who were exceptional. I came out of 
junior high with a lot of C's. I was serious in that I 
didn t want to cross the teachers but not serious for 
myself In high school I really got into a little group 
o girls that we all did very well, got along very well, 
f^fh^eaT ach^vfrs* And they graduated one third, one 
fifth. I couldn t compete with them. I graduated 
twentieth. If your friends are there you have to be 
there too. Lit] forced me into being a serious student. 
In general what emerges from participants' stories is 
that although they eventually made teaching a long-term 
career, the choice to become a teacher was not the 
fulfillment of a life-long ambition or even the participants' 
first choice. Rather it was a decision made under 
considerable social pressure and force of circumstance. The 
findings of my study about the background to teachers' career 
choices are in keeping with that of Carol Poll's (1979) 
study, "It's a Good Job For a Woman--and a Man." She, too, 
finds that for women the choice to be a teacher is influenced 
by both class and gender factors. For all women, and 
especially those from low socioeconomic groups, teaching was 
an easily accessible career, and one which fitted into their 
patterns of socialization as women. 
This is not to suggest that participants did teaching 
against their will. Participants' socialization towards 
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achievement in school and their resultant academic success 
made the idea of being a teacher a tolerable, even an 
attractive, option: 




an opportunity to use 
of a back-door way. I 
one, it would get me a 
what I had learned. It 
never went into it whole 
in a 
hea"tanHyi'"Thi! is something I’ve got to do because 
... and I ve stayed with it (Andrea). 
IwVeraiWayS wanted t0 be in school in some way. That's 
why I became a teacher. [School was] a place I feU 
bl? 1 C°Uld achieve- I felt comfortable 
‘ 1 s° J,ai“ays waated to be in a school-wasn' t 
aware of all those other options out there (Sally). 
In looking at the issue of why participants should choose 
to teach English rather than something else, it is 
interesting to consider whether participants' female 
socialization included socialization against competency in 
scientific areas. Investigation of participants' experience 
does reveal the presence of patterns of relationship to math 
and science which have been seen as characteristically female 
(Tobias, 1980, Chap. 3). Almost all the participants except 
Sally and Andrea spoke of being poor at mathematics. 
(Rosemary did not mention a propensity either way.) "I was 
never very good at math, probably because I'd got a poor 
background, was unmotivated" (Mary). "It seems to me math is 
more challenging--you have to worh harder. English comes more 
easily" (Connie). On the other hand, Andrea and Sally spoke 
of preferring, and being better at, sciences than humanities, 
and yet they ended up teaching English. This pattern of not 
pursuing an early interest in math is also a 
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characteristically female one. As mentioned earlier, 
Of the participants spoke of their early interest in 
a number 
reading 
and writing, and the way in which their parents encouraged 
them in these-interests, again a pattern more often 
experienced by female rather than male children (Tobias, 
1980, p. 84). 
Teaching in the City 
As well as considering their motivations for choosing 
teaching in general, it is worth investigating participants' 
motivations for choosing to teach in this particular context. 
This is an important issue to investigate because of the 
history of women in the United States as teachers of 
underprivileged groups, particularly the freed slaves, the 
children on the rural frontier, and the working-class and 
immigrant children in the urban school systems, a pattern 
which has been described in the above review of the 
literature. In interviewing participants I was interested in 
discovering whether they initially felt any special calling 
to teach in this context in the way that some of their 
forebears had felt. What emerged from our discussions was 
that participants' undertaking of a job in an urban school 
populated with low-income and minority students had more to 
do with the position being available at the time than with 
feeling any particular commitment to poor or minority 
students: "I figured it was easy to stay local" (Mary). "The 
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only hope I had of getting a job was in the inner city" 
(Connie). 
Where participants developed a significant commitment to 
teaching these students, this commitment came after they 
began teaching. Far from feeling called to teach in the city, 
Marjorie felt reluctant to do so. She did not want to work 
with what she felt were very difficult students. She did so 
because it was a job at a time she needed one, having just 
returned from overseas. It was convenient, since she lived 
close to the school: 
When I first started at Gardenvale in 1973, I'd just 
come back from overseas and I was very naive about 
problems in the U.S. I really didn't want to sub at 
Gardenvale because it was one of the hot spots in the 
city: severe rioting, blacks fighting blacks, blacks 
fighting Puerto Ricans, blacks fighting whites. I didn't 
know if I wanted to cope with that. Would you be willing 
to work here? Why not? Oh Lord, help me through this. 
Although the note of commitment to low-income and 
minority students is not often present in participants' 
stories of how they came to teach in a city school, it is 
there in some accounts. Andrea was one participant who did 
mention this as one of her motivations in coming to teach in 
the city. However, as her analysis of her thinking at the 
time revealed, this was not her primary reason for teaching 
in this context. Rather it was a feeling mixed in with the 
more practical consideration of the need to get a job: 
Being in an urban setting--a place where people need me 
more-more of a challenge. Probably I wouldn't have 
gotten a job in any of the other schools. I think I did 
have the feeling I'd be more useful. I really can't 
remember--it was a long time ago. I remember talking to 
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someone about how I want-pH i k 
Spanish, go to some country where I'm an<) iearn 
probably that same kind oFthinkinl T ly nGeded> 
attitude that teachers were reaUy^acist and%h that 
I wasn't I felt I would be better^o? Jhem? ^ SlnCe 
Christine’s case was similar to Andrea’s. She was certainly 
interested in teaching because of the opportunities it gave 
for helping the students. She joined the Peace Corps partly 
for this reason: "I wanted to go some place where I was more 
needed." It was not, however, the only reason she went to 
Colombia. At the time her parents had just died and there 
seemed nothing keeping her in the United States: "It was the 
answer to everything. Be needed. Teach. Get away from home." 
When she applied for jobs upon her return she continued to 
hope to be able to teach students who she felt needed her 
most. She "did not want to go back to a white middle class 
school" such as she had taught in before the Peace Corps. 
However, factors which have little to do with ideology and 
commitment were just as significant in shaping where she came 
to teach. When she returned home from Colombia she looked for 
a job near her home city. She applied to the school system, 
not particularly aiming to teach in a minority-populated 
school. This was simply where she was assigned by the 
system's administration "The principal said, 'You've been 
teaching Spanish speakers. You'll fit right in here."' In 
retrospect she was "delighted" to be accepted by a school 
with a high-minority population: "These students are probably 
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one step up from my Colombian students." Yet it was not a 
decision she made. 
Rather than there being a strong commitment among 
participants to teaching in an urban context, the most 
predominant pattern was for them to be looking for a job in 
the area in which they grew up; in some cases they returned 
to teach in the school they had actually atttended. Of the 
nine participants in my study, six were teaching in the 
school system in which they were educated, or in a 
neighboring one. This is a significant pattern to discover 
since it fits in with what has been noted about the 
background of urban teachers in the past, most of whom were 
female. A high percentage of teachers were the daughters of 
immigrant parents. Many returned to teach in the urban 
environment in which they grew up (Hoffman, 1981, p. 203). In 
1908 forty-three percent of teachers were second generation 
immigrants (p. 214). This is an aspect of the pattern which I 
have noted earlier, of teaching being a means of social 
mobility for people of working-class origin. Looking at my 
participants' stories it seems that a similar pattern 
prevailed in their lives, in that they stayed close to home 
in pursuing their careers. Many of them were inner-city 
students like the students they came to teach. Mary, 
Margaret, Christine, Gillian, and Connie were all educated in 
the inner city; Mary and Margaret actually had attended the 
school where they now taught, the other three in schools not 
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far from where they grew up. Sally was brought up in the 
suburbs outside of the city where she susequently taught. 
Only Marjorie, Rosemary, and Andrea had moved more than 
thirty miles from where they grew up. Practically and perhaps 
psychologically, it was difficult for many of the 
participants to move far from their home context. As 
suggested earlier, participants when they were young rarely 
travelled out of their immediate neighborhood. Lack of money 
meant they did not go far away to college—a number had to 
stay at home and commute. Then they felt constrained for 
reasons of security to take the first job open to them. It 
seems that participants did not consider looking beyond their 
immediate world for jobs and this may well be a result of 
their backgrounds. 
In exploring this question it is revealing to look at the 
exceptions to the pattern. In Andrea's case, although she too 
was from a working-class background, her mother was from a 
more affluent family and had been to a prestigious women's 
college. She encouraged Andrea to go further afield to 
school. Her father, who had had very limited college 
experience, would have been happier if she had gone to the 
local community college: 
When there was talk of college my mother encouraged me 
to pick a college where I couldn't come home every 
weekend, close enough that I could come home if I wanted 
to. My father wanted me to live at home, go to the 
community college and study computer programing. 
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Andrea subsequently stayed away from home and taught near 
where she went to college. Other participants in similar 
socioeconomic circumstances lacked the encouragement that 
Andrea had from her mother. Many of them were the first in 
their families to go to college. Marjorie too was exceptional 
among the participants in that she was teaching in a 
different city from that in which she grew up. Her father was 
a minister and she was able to attend an out-of-state college 
on a scholarship because of this. At college she met her 
husband and did not return to live in her home city after her 
marriage. She taught in several places in the course of 
following her husband, also a minister, in his church 
appointments. Her case highlights the diversity of experience 
which were missing in many participants' lives. She was aware 
of the difference between herself and many of her colleagues: 
I went to college in Ohio, brought up in Boston, moved 
to Vermont, New Jersey, then Thailand and then to where 
I live now. So I've done a lot of traveling, just living 
in different places. So I have a hard time adjusting to 
people who've stayed in one place all their lives. The 
teacher who was brought up in this school system and is 
teaching here. I think they must be bored out of their 
minds--have a very --not thwarted--singular view of 
things, parochial view of things. It doesn't seem to 
bother them, and they're excellent teachers. 
Rosemary's experience was somewhat idiosyncratic in the 
context of that of the other participants. Her college 
education did not begin until she was over thirty years old 
and was in the air force. At that time she received a 
scholarship which enabled her to study and eventually to take 
up teaching. However she too was from a working-class family 
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and in leaving home in the first place she had to go against 
her parents' wishes for her: "They wanted me to go back to 
nurses' training." (She had started this and had not liked 
it.) Rosemary, as she said about herself, was a "rebel". She 
rejected nursing, feeling that "nurses are just lackeys. If 
I d gone to medical school and could have been a doctor it 
would have been different." She felt she had to break away 
from her family's expectations of her and leave home. Unlike 
many of the other participants she felt she could not accept 
the destiny which her working-class background and female 
socialization had laid out for her. Ironically her 
socioeconomic circumstances did push her toward teaching when 
it was not a career she particularly wanted--she had been 
working her way through graduate school and took on a 
teaching position because it allowed her to study at night 
and work during the day. However, the fact that she ended up 
staying was her choice, as was her decision to come to the 
city to teach: 
I had no intentions of teaching high school. My 
background was for university teaching--those were the 
kinds of courses I took and theses I wrote. When I went 
for my Master's degree I started teaching and I just 
fell in love with the kids. 
Many of the participants did not make such an autonomous 
choice. 
Participants' First Year 
I have discussed participants' early family and school 
life and how it shaped their decision to teach in this 
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context. It will be shown in this study that these early 
experiences were important factors in defining their present 
approach to their work. Other significant aspects of 
participants’ experience in terms of shaping their present 
approach were their early encounters with the low-income and 
minority students who are a focus in this study. These first 
meetings are important to look at because they contain many 
of the elements which came to characterize the relationship 
between participants and students in subsequent years, and in 
a number of cases their impact on participants' later 
approach to teaching was very strong. 
The first significant aspect of participants' initial 
meetings with low-level students was that they became 
immediately aware that there was little in their past 
experience which might prepare them for teaching these 
students. Their own education had been in a quite different 
academic and social world: 
I went through with college prep courses. I never even 
knew what the business people did. A course without 
Shakespeare--I couldn't believe that (Sally). 
When we got to be sophomores there was a program for 
students that they called "Academically Talented" and we 
were kept kind of secluded (Mary). 
[.There was] definitely a class structure between the 
kids who were in college prep and the other kids. I 
didn't realize this was a resentment (Christine). 
Although a number had grown up in working-class areas, 
participants had not had a great deal of social contact with 
minority students. Participants' accounts of their upbringing 
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occasionally mention having a minority student as a friend, 
but such an occurrence seemed to be mentioned as something 
unusual rather than the norm. For example, Christine had a 
black girl friend in elementary school, and Marjorie said 
that the president of her senior class was a black. For the 
most part participants primarily mixed with white people: "I 
don't remember interacting with a whole lot of black kids. It 
seemed like everyone was white" (Gillian). Marjorie did grow 
up in an integrated neighborhood and attended a school where 
there were many black students. However, she reported that in 
the neighborhood the blacks were socially isolated from the 
whites because of their relative poverty, and it remained 
something of an ”us" and "them” situation. 
The church was probably all white. There may have been 
one or two blacks. In other words if the blacks had 
wanted to come they could but they had their own 
churches and they preferred that. The whites had never 
tried to keep them out. If a black wanted to come into a 
white worship it was OK because he would be in the same 
socioeconomic mode of living. He would be more 
comfortable with us than in a black church. They were 
poor and we were--[Marjorie doesn't finish sentence 
since the conclusion is obviousj. 
Given the very different nature of their experience it is not 
surprising that the predominant note in participants' stories 
of their first years in teaching is that of "shock" and 
"surprise" at how different these students were in comparison 
to the students they'd known, including themselves. 
Participants came from their-high achieving classes to a very 
different world: 
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Meeting kids who were semiliterate for the first 
time--that was awful hard for us (Mary). 
"We don't want to do any of that stuff." That was a real 
shocker to me. The lack of discipline in the classroom 
that-a<-£eal stloc^er.to me* 11 became very clear to me 
that they weren't interested in learning what I was 
interested in teaching (Andrea). t i was 
When I first came to this school I didn't know what to 
expect, had never taught blacks or Puerto Rican 
students. They were screaming segregation and prejudice. 
I knew nothing about the city. It was a totally 
different world. It took me a while to get to know their 
family backgrounds. I thought everybody came from the 
same type of family as me. Everyone was pregnant when I 
first started teaching. Everyone looked up to you if you 
got pregnant. I couldn't understand that (Sally). 
Participants found themselves with serious discipline 
problems. A number of them talked about the "devastating" 
experience of having "a group of kids and not be able to 
control them" (Connie). 
When I first taught I had a class over the office and 
the kids were terrible and my control was terrible. 
They'd send aeroplanes out the windows, the chandeliers 
would shake. [The office would] come in to find out what 
was going on (Connie). 
The first couple of years were really tough, a lot, a 
lot of discipline [problems], some really, really bad 
kids. I really had trouble getting up in the morning to 
go to work (Andrea). 
A lot of discipline problems, constant detention, 
terrible disciplne problems. Classes were just enormous, 
thirty-seven in the room without batting an eyelid. You 
screamed a lot (Mary). 
For some participants these initial experiences built up 
feelings of resentment and fear in relation to the students. 
Marjorie, who went to teach in a largely minority school, 
described feelings of revulsion against the students which 
lasted for some years: 
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actu«n!aaS *S° lid See stud(fnts and my stomach would 
actually go in a knot, and I'd end up talking to myself 
diL^wanf1^5 t0 d° S0I"ethin8 Physical because I f them near me because they were so bad in 
attitude*, in work, in class. But now I can treat them 
with more humor. iei 
She saw herself as developing feelings of prejudice against 
blacks as a result: 
Whereas at one time I never saw color, I saw people- 
when you are in a situation where day after day all’you 
k?6 tS fublack that you try not to see as black, act 
black, the worst black. You see these idiots acting out 
the part you say You see these people don't have 
anything behind the ears. Maybe I was wrong." 
It will be shown in the course of this study that 
participants initial reactions to the situation shaped their 
later approaches to students and their work. Among all 
participants the experience initiated attitudes of cynicism 
about the value of their administration as a source of 
support or inspiration in their efforts to deal with the 
students. They developed a fierce independence from the 
school hierarchy: 
Really difficult classes to cope with--really no help 
from the administration: rotating door process. You 
kicked a kid out for swearing at you he'd be back within 
the hour or within the next day without seeing a parent 
or anything.... 
[You realize] the buck stops with you. I wasn't going to 
admit I couldn't so I did (Marjorie). 
They gave us no training whatsoever. We had never met 
kids like that. They weren't the kind of people we had 
ever dealt with--giving us no training or forewarning 
was stupid. It was inexcusable. It was bedlam. It took 
us a few years to cope with all those changes (Mary). 
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Connie talks about asking the vice principal in her school 
for advice about how to handle the students: 
He said to me: "Miss Reilly, that's your problem not 





Also at that time some participants first developed the 
kinds of defensive tactics towards low-level students which 
continued to be a feature of their teaching in this context. 
Participants felt they were forced to harden themselves 
against the students. Gillian reported that at first she had 
to play an authoritarian teacher role which she was not 
comfortable with: 
LIJ was intimidated by the lower division blacks, 
especially the girls because they seemed to have their 
shit together in ways I did not--about how to be in the 
world. They knew their way around the classroom--and 
around me. I had to resort to very strict teacher stuff 
(Gillian). 
It was like a process of living a cat and mouse game, 
living from one minute to the next in the classroom 
(Mary). 
For some participants these early years made a major assault 
on what they felt should be their role as an English teacher, 
and they felt angry and frustrated at not being able to teach 
what they wanted. Mary was a striking example of these 
reactions. Her school was suddenly integrated after she had 
been teaching for a few years. She felt that everything she 
had been trained to teach had to be abandoned: 
It was a couple of years of bedlam and horror and not 
really knowing what to do and where to turn. The hardest 
thing was the change in academic ability, to put aside 
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all those units 
anymore.... 
on clauses and verbals. We can't do that 
H "®s ^credible the different kinds of family 
liyes-people without jobs, the divorce rate 1 ~f 
I inn WaS V6ry different from what we had known before 
I suppose we were a little conceited and upp?ty bline 
the upper city school. All the tricks of the fLh!8 
worked. They couldn't read the Wks anymor^^6 MV,r 
She spoke of teaching being transformed into a totally 
survival-oriented activity in which she had few expectations 
of the students' learning anything. "It was awfully difficult 
at first. You make up your mind 'This is something 1 really 
want to do to survive,’ a terrible feeling of being 
incompetent. Her reaction in terms of curriculum was "to 
gradually water things down." Curriculum became a pale 
version of what she had formerly taught. Marjorie also had 
some years of feeling that she could accomplish very little 
with the students: "It was a very tough first five years. I 
was hanging in by my toenails and fingernails. I guess it was 
just guts that kept me there." Andrea spoke of very quickly 
losing her idealism. "It didn't take me long to get into 'All 
right read the story.' They weren't capable of doing much 
more." Connie too was pushed by her traumatic early 
experiences which have been described above to take up a 
defensive attitude toward students. Waller (1965) in his 
study of teaching finds this pattern of defensiveness toward 
students resulting from "traumatic discipline experiences" to 
be very common among teachers (p. 400). Waller does not 
particularly refer to teaching low-level students, but it 
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seems that in the participants' situation where the gap 
between their expectations of what students should be and the 
reality of their low-level students was very large, the 
difficulties in coping with the students were intensified, 
and this situation made the need to build up defenses against 
the students more extreme. Although all participants suffered 
this reaction to students to some extent, some participants 
felt it less than Connie, Mary, Andrea, and Marjorie, who had 
such difficult first years of teaching. Another group of 
participants, Rosemary, Margaret, Gillian, Christine, and 
Sally seem to have been less scarred by their first years in 
teaching and they subsequently felt more open toward the 
students and their work. The reasons for these differences in 
participants' early experiences in teaching seem to be partly 
a matter of individual personality and context. However, 
there also seem to be some general reasons for the pattern 
which I will investigate in the introductory section of 
Chapter 7. 
In Chapters 5 and 6 I will explore the patterns of 
response to teaching which grew from these early experiences. 
Some participants continued to feel defensive and alienated 
toward the students because of their difference from what 
they thought students should be. Their early reaction of 
feeling that there was little they could teach the low-level 
students came to be fixed into a similarly conservative view 
of curriculum for these students, one which consisted of a 
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mimal version of the traditional curriculum. That is, they 
felt that they could not abandon the curriculum with which 
they had grown up, and which they taught to the upper-level 
students. Other members of the group were less attached to 
the traditional model of students and the traditional 
approach to English, and found ways to adapt the curriculum 
to the needs of the students they were encountering. 
CHAPTER v 
TEACHERS' RESPONSES TO THEIR LOW-INCOME 
AND MINORITY STUDENTS 
In the next two chapters I will look at participants’ 
perceptions of the needs and capacities of the low-income and 
minority students who are a focus in this study, and at the 
curriculum and methods of instruction they thought 
appropriate for the students. In this chapter my 
understanding of participants' views of students and the way 
participants approached students will emerge from an 
investigation of the material from interviews with 
participants. I will follow this in chapter 6 with an 
analysis of the data from my observations of participants in 
the classroom to see what participants' classroom activities 
revealed about their interpretation of their roles. 
My analysis of this material will lead me to argue that 
although at the time of the study participants were less 
shocked by the students than they had been when they first 
began teaching, there was an important note of continuity in 
the participants' perceptions of the students. The central 
issue for all participants continued to be the problems the 
students had in coping with education in the school system, 
particularly their difficulties with what participants saw as 
the normal English program. Participants' past experience in 
their families and as students, as well as the contexts in 
which they taught, were important in shaping their views of 
what students should be. Participants had been well 
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socialized to be -good" students and found it difficult to 
cope with students who were not so good. Moreover, some 
participants felt more accepting of the students' difference 
from their model of what a student should be than others. The 
more accepting participants responded to their perception of 
students by being relatively innovative in the curriculum and 
methods of instruction they chose to use with the students. 
The other participants were more conservative in their views 
of curriculum and instruction. In this chapter it will also 
be claimed that in the end all participants felt similar 
reservations about how much could be achieved with these 
students; that is, they all felt somewhat pessimistic about 
what they could teach them. This pattern will be explored in 
terms of participants' expressed views of students in this 
chapter, and in chapter 6 in terms of the approach to 
students which participants took in the classroom. 
Participants' Characterization of their Low-Level Students: 
All participants were agreed about the nature of the 
students' difficulties in the school context. Their 
statements on this issue were strong and prolific: 
Their concentration is so limited. We keep making the 
curriculum easier but at the same time the kids can't do 
anything (Mary). 
My students right now don't really know what working 
hard is. If something doesn't come easily they give up 
too quickly (Christine). 
I would say 80% of my kids can't deal with things 
logically (Rosemary). 
They don't know how to write a persuasive 
paragraph--they have a real difficult time getting from 
the abstract. They don't read. They didn't learn to 
(Andrea) their thouShts> get them down on paper 
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The 
read community college gave them tests on how they and wnte--more than 50% failed (Sally). V can 
As well as failing to perform well academically, participants 
frequently saw the students as discipline problems: 
At the beginning of the year they were failing 
everything, boisterous, rude, frenetic, sometimes 
downright nasty (Rosemary). 
They just go off home on wet days or very sunny days 
They prefer to sleep (Sally). 
When they get into class it's party time. It's social. 
It s wasting time. It's who can get the most attention 
(Connie). 
More specifically, participants expressed the view that the 
skills and knowledge which were the concern of the English 
teacher were for these students extremely difficult. Reading 
was a problem, both because the students' reading skills were 
often not well developed, and because of the students' 
attitudes towards the task: 
We're getting students who never got the basics. Now 
they're reading about three grades below grade level 
(Rosemary). 
In the reading only one kid is following me. The rest of 
them are in their own little worlds. Some are sleeping. 
Some are this, some are that (Connie). 
In terms of writing, "they have trouble with mechanics, a lot 
of trouble with creation" (Andrea). "We did a whole unit on 
sentence fragments because what they write has so many 
sentence fragments in it that you think you're seeing things" 
(Marjorie). 
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Teachers saw the grammar traditionally included in the 
English program as difficult for the low-level students 
because they lacked the initial basic information: 
You can teach writing without knowing what a noun is but 
£\ ?ully beco,?es hard- Their work—it's really not bad 
rean T K* f5aSments «11 °ver the place. Because they 
"Use L :2verb" (Indr:a)8rammatiCal terms-y°u say 
I don t go into participles and gerunds with a lower 
group. It would be a frustrating experience (Margaret). 
Participants felt that the students' general lack of 
diligence and study skills also prevented them from 
conducting their classes as they would want: 
They panic all the time. They don't listen, and then say 
What page did she say?" You're giving directions and 
they 11 interrupt and ask you directions (Gillian). 
Even when things are important to them they get uptight 
trying to listen. They're not used to listening 
(Marjorie). 
When a teacher is helping another student these kids 
don't listen at all. There's absolutely no learning 
goin^ on. They're not listening in the first place. 
They re oblivious to what's going on (Andrea). 
Also participants felt that students' indifference to their 
own education restricted them in their approach to teaching. 
For instance: "The kids' expressed attitude towards grades is 
if you get a failing grade that's just a load of nothing and 
if you get a good grade it was easy so there's ridicule of 
the grade." (Gillian) 
Participants saw minority students as the prime examples 
of inadequate students. "Kids from other cultures, black and 
Hispanic, wind up in the low divisions" (Gillian). They saw 
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their behavior as the most difficult to manage of any 
students in the school. "They are into seeing who can get the 
most attention. They're into cracking. They insult one 
another. You can't get them to stop" (Connie). Moreover, the 
presence of Hispanic students whose first language was not 
standard English compounded the problems of teaching English 
in this context: 
It s very difficult when English is not their first 
language to correct them in English. They have no basis 
from which to draw" (Margaret). 
We have a lot of Hispanic students and they really have 
a language problem. They can't possibly read or write on 
the level they should. I don't know how they survive 
(Christine). 
Minonty students must be hearing nonstandard English 
when they write (Gillian). 6 
Teachers' largely negative views of students' present 
attitudes and performance extended to a view of their 
educational future. They saw students' educational careers as 
problematic at best, and in most cases bleak. Participants' 
upbringing had led them to see getting to college as the 
essential mark of academic achievement; and they saw college 
as unlikely for most of the students. "They don't seem to 
care whether they go to college or not. Their children will 
be very disadvantaged" (Mary). "They don't see a whole lot of 
success attached to getting a good job/education" (Gillian). 
The teachers did not see their career possibilities as 
extensive: "I don't see any kids going through who'll become 
a successful doctor or lawyer or whatever. Oh I see students 
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who will be successful but no high professions" (Christine). 
Where the teachers did see students as successful it was in a 
world quite separate from that of school. 
be r®latively successful. They have enough 
discipline to be able to get a iob. Thev’ll moqMv iL < 
careers where English does not play a big role. T^xey ° 
n, t c°H®ge« They figure they'll get a 
marketable skill (Andrea)? * y 8 a 
Although some participants saw minority students as "on 
the way up" educationally, generally participants saw their 
educational future as the most problematic of any of the 
students. Sally said of her students, most of whom were 
minorities: 
I think they're missing opportunities. They'd rather 
have fun. Once these kids hit thirty it's going to be 
almost too late for them to get the education and the 
background they really need to do anything with their 
lives. Everything is music and parties and sex and fun. 
Implicit in participants' perceptions of the students as 
inadequate was a notion of what students should be. 
Participants compared students in the lower levels with 
students in the higher tracks: 
Kids in the 8/1's have almost endless concentration. 
Kids in the low divisions haven't got the ability to 
concentrate on anything for more than ten seconds 
(Gillian). 
9 l's can be very noisy but not to the same degree. 
(.They] are serious students. They want a future with 
some kind of educational background. 8/10's are going 
nowhere (Connie). 
They also compared them with students in the more academic 
high schools in the city where academic standards were 
higher: "They're kicked out of other schools and told to go 
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to go to this school —almost the last hope for them. Next is 
a special program" (Christine). 
Just as they had done when they first began teaching 
participants compared the students with themselves as 
students. Participants' socialization in a certain image of 
what makes a good student made it difficult for them to 
understand the students' behavior and to accept the students' 
approach to education as in any way legitimate. Participants' 
education had led them to believe that diligence and hard 
work were important values whereas their present students had 
little interest in these virtues: 
The kid will simply refuse to do it. I would never have 
done that when I was in high school (Andrea). 
Lack of pride in their work--when I was a student I 
wouldn't have dared hand in a horrible paper 
(Christine). 
If I sit here at this desk every day until I am a 
hundred I am never going to understand how students in 
the fifth period [low-level class] who have a string of 
D s down their report card can come in here [to home 
room] every day and ask if they can play cards, read a 
funny book. It s impossible for me to understand how 
someone could choose to be uneducated when they have the 
ability to be educated (Mary). 
Because of their allegiance to college as the way to success 
it was hard for participants to see what the students might 
do as anything but relative success: 
You'll see them working at K-Mart or McDonald's and 
that's OK because I've often seen some of my kids' 
managers. To them that's good (Sally). 
I don't think they're going to be terribly successful. I 
don't think they're going to be total losers in life 
(Connie). 
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Participants’ Analysis o£ the Source of the Students' 
Problems with School 
Participants' explanations for lower level students' 
inadequacies as students are important to discuss because 
they are revealing of aspects of participants' attitudes 
toward these students. Participants expressed the view that 
the students' problems were not the result of innate 
deficiencies. They often described the students as 
intellectually capable but ineffective in the classroom. 
"He's not a good student. He's got a really good mind, very 
good imagination (Rosemary). And they saw the students' 
inadequate performance as more the product of their attitude 
towards school rather than their ability to do the work: 
Disinterested is my word for it. They don't want to be 
there (Mary). 
They're not interested in education, not interested in 
Johnny Tremain and nouns and verbs and subjects and 
writing (Connie). 
Higher education and good grades don't mean a thing 
(Gillian). 
There'll be a few students who can't do better but 
that's very rare. Most kids at Swinburne could average a 
B if they wanted to (Christine). 
The participants were adamant that their perception of 
minority students as being among their lowest achievers was 
not based on ideas about the innate intellectual inferiority 
of minorities. On the contrary, teachers noted that while the 
students' behavior was often detrimental to their academic 
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achievement, it was by no means an indication of the absence 
of intellectual ability: 
They have to think quickly and talk quickly in order to 
rhyme. They can t learn simple things because they're 
them.but they can get this other stuff which 
is so fast my mind can t cope with it (Marjorie). 
taught me how to think fast and say 
things fast (Gillian). y 
While rejecting genetic explanations for the students' 
problems with academic work, participants did consider the 
idea that there were cultural norms among minority students 
which inhibited their academic progress. For instance 
participants noted that Puerto Rican girls, even the "very 
bright students (Mary), instead of going on with their 
education married young and had children. Similar cultural 
pressures affected the boys: "He's a bright boy but he's not 
interested. It's not 'macho' he told me. He never takes a 
book home. I asked him did he take this book home. He said 
'Yes it's small.' He can put it in his pocket" (Margaret). 
Participants saw minority kids as "louder" and therefore not 
well suited for the traditional classroom where "you have to 
be quiet sometimes" (Connie). "White kids don't keep things 
going like black kids who like to crack" (Marjorie). Although 
participants considered cultural explanations for minority 
students' deficiencies they did not explore these ideas very 
far. Their discussions of minority culture showed that 
participants as white people whose experience with minorities 
was mainly as a teacher, felt distant from these students, 
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and found it difficult to understand their behavior: "They’re 
louder. They don’t ever talk in soft tones of voice. I’m not 
sure whether it's the way they get attention at home or just 
in the culture" (Connie). 
Rather than pursuing cultural explanations for minority 
students’ achievements participants more often saw social and 
economic conditions as the source of the students’ problems 
at school. They saw minorities, whether because of prejudice 
or their position as recent immigrants, as being much more 
likely to come from poor or unstable families which made 
their success in school problematic: 
In the minorities I think there’s a lot more poverty 
(Connie). 
So many of the minorities are having babies and keeping 
them. Children are having children and they can't look 
after them. They end up in the lower classes. The cycle 
goes on (Andrea). 
The same socio-economic explanation for students' 
problems in the school system participants saw as applying to 
the majority of students who did not perform well 
academically: 
I frequently think how relevant is this to the girl 
who's wondering when the baby's going to be born. Is my 
block going to be burnt tonight? (Margaret) 
They've got too many problems at home that they cannot 
cope with the school situation. In those type of classes 
we do get a lot of these type of problems. They come 
from homes that are split, only one parent or where 
there's a divorce pending (Connie). 
As explained in the design of the study, participants saw the 
pattern of a close relationship between poor or minority 
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background and low achievement as very clearly manifested in 
the tracking systems of their schools: 
The 8/10 s 90/ of the time come from poor 
backgrounds--white kids included. They come from welfare 
homes so I know they come without any advantages 
(Marjorie). 45 
These kids.from single parent families, other cultures, 
or Hispanic wind up in the the low divisions 
(Gillian). 
Most of the middle-class white students would go 
College High School (Christine). to 
Some participants saw poor white students as even more 
alienated from education than the minorities: 
Probably your saddest kids are your low whites because 
let s face it, they're expected to accomplish more. You 
think that the blacks and Hispanics can be on welfare 
because they're blacks and Hispanics--what do you expect 
from them?....The blacks and whites in lower income are 
economically the same. I think the whites are beaten by 
it (Marjorie). 
However, both because they were the larger group, and because 
of the gap between minorities and the mainsteam culture, most 
participants saw minority students as being the most 
seriously alienated group. In their case poverty combined 
with the impact of being "down-trodden by whites" (Marjorie) 
to make them uninterested in education: 
It's easy to get that cool, callous attitude when you've 
been hurt. (Gillian) 
They're the first generation in this country. They have 
no money. Often they don't realize there are other ways 
[to higher education] (Christine). 
Participants saw being on welfare as representing in its 
most extreme form the problems suffered by many of their 
students, both minority and white. Here economic problems 
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combined with the degradation of being "on welfare" to sap 
the students of the desire and energy to succeed. 
so why should they work 12 and They make more on welfare 
i4 hours a day! The kids are ashamed of it--they"laueh 
about it defensively. They say "I’m on welfare'^as if 
(Marjorie)311 6 eXpeCt anythinS of rae I'm on welfare" 
to 
1 h' 5° their work in school. Why should 
they learn a skilled trade if they can be on welfare? 
The welfare culture. It seems to be worse in this 
school I see a sad lack of moral values. It seems as if 
Get what you can and run. You don’t have to work for 
it. bamilies on welfare, kids who have brothers and 
sisters and none of them have the same father, and 
that s a tough situation (Rosemary). 
Participants emphasized that they did not see their 
predictions about the limited educational futures of their 
low-level students as always or inevitably true. They felt 
that it was inaccurate to generalize too broadly about the 
students: "I'm stereotyping. There are some really good kids 
who study all the time, and they work after school and save 
their money” (Sally). However the note of surprise in their 
reporting of students' success is sufficient to suggest their 
expectations. 
I've seen many come back and surprise me. I had a 
student the other day, a little girl in 8/10 or 11. I 
asked her what she was doing. She said she was in 
college. The eyes nearly fell out of my head. At this 
age you can't predict (Connie). 
It always surprises me how many students do go on to 
junior or community college (Christine). 
It was noted earlier that participants saw the academic 
performance of minority students, especially that of the 
Hispanic students, as inevitably limited by the difference 
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between their language and the standard English required in 
school. However, it is an important part of participants' 
perspectives that, except in the case of the most recent 
immigrants, participants did not see the language barrier as 
an insuperable one. In fact a number of participants saw the 
problem as one of the students' attitude toward standard 
English rather than their ability to use it: "They know it's 
not grammatically correct. They do it just to be chill. They 
are not in the habit of using it so it won't slip out easily" 
(Sally). Participants' reluctance to see language barriers as 
insurmountable, together with their rejection of innate 
factors as the cause of students' problems with school were 
important parts of participants' perspective on the students 
because the ideas supported their belief that success in 
education, while it might be difficult for poor and minority 
students, was not impossible. For instance, proof of the 
natural potential of minority students was the occasional 
success of one of this group: "If I had to think about the 
best students I've ever had they're probably Puerto Rican 
girls" (Sally). What made the difference was not so much 
intelligence as motivation. "My favorite students are Puerto 
Rican students--the new immigrants. They work hard" (Andrea). 
The belief in the possibility of success among their 
students also allowed participants to see the traditional 
goals of academic success and college such as they had 
achieved as not entirely irrelevant to the students. If some 
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poor and minority students could succeed in the system then 
others might. As will be argued in discussing participants' 
choices of curriculum and their methods of teaching, while 
some participants were critical of aspects of the educational 
system, in general there was a high degree of acceptance of 
the values of the system among the participants. 
Participants' Attitudes towards their Low-Level Students 
Participants then were agreed about the uneasy nature of 
the students relationship to the school system. However, 
participants were less united in how they felt about this 
aspect of the students. The main variation among 
participants was in the degree to which they felt anger and 
frustration towards the students because of their negative 
orientation towards education, and how much they accepted, 
even enjoyed the students' approach to school despite the 
difficulties it might provide. These variations were 
reflected in participants' descriptions of their 
relationships with the students. Mary had the most 
pessimistic view of the relationship: "They don't relate to 
us as people at all. We are the custodians they deal with 
every day. I don't think our lives touch particularly with 
them." A number of participants, while they might like the 
students from a distance, felt they were inevitably cut off 
from them because their natures provided so many problems in 
the classroom. Minority students' "gift or curse of cracking" 
(Marjorie) was at the essence of this ambiguous quality. 
Ill 
They're funny but they’re also a problem (Marjorie). 
is different.aEverybody7s°doingCtheir own£?hingElheyday 
90%.of their problem is lack of discipline. They eo 
against anything that’s authoritarian (Rosemary). 
Some participants, however, did not see the students' 
characteristics as entirely negative, even in the classroom. 
On the contrary they felt that the other side of the 
students lack of educational ambition was a pleasing lack of 
pretentiousness. They saw qualities of liveliness and 
^1ity in the students which made them in many ways 
enjoyable to teach; for some, even more enjoyable than the 
upper level students: "The lower kids are very open. The 
college kids tend to be very quiet, too concerned with 
grades" (Christine). They felt an appreciation for the 
students' varied life experience, seeing it as giving them a 
degree of knowledge that the upper-level students did not 
have: 
Middle and lowdivision students, they're more real 
people, have more real kinds of experiences, more apt to 
talk about thamselves and their experiences. Higher 
division classes are usually so intent upon their 
academic work that they're boring kids unless you can 
loosen them up (Gillian). 
I think they're a lot more mature than I was at their 
age. I was very quiet (Sally). 
[Students at College High School] they're not as warm as 
these kids can eventually become, if you get over the 
barriers (Christine). 
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Christine and Gillian particularly enjoyed the minority 
students' approach to life: 
I find dealing with students of 
fascinating. If they accept me 
accept their culture (Christine). 
different cultures 
'“ more than ready to 
When kids crack on each other I've learnt to talk in 
very real words, not expensive complicated words. 
There s an awful lot of white people who talk a lot and 
of high words, a lot of big fat words 
\biIlian. 
However, it is important to note that even those teachers 
like Gillian who found the students' characteristics 
attractive still found them difficult to manage in the 
classroom. Their highly sociable nature meant they didn't 
always fit well into the school structure: 
The higher divisions act in more mature ways, and the 
lower divisions in more immature ways but there is a 
higher level of social interaction in the lower 
divisions. They've had different kinds of life 
experience even more than I've had (Gillian). 
We don't have many clubs. That's different from when I 
was at school. Nobody wants to come early or stay late 
anymore. They want to go to McDonald's with their 
friends (Sally). 
The students posed a dilemma for all participants in that 
they had to decide how much to try and make the students 
conform to the model of student attitude and behavior to 
which they were accustomed and how much to accept them as 
they were. Not to try to get the students to conform asked 
participants to give up what they had been educated to see as 
their true role as English teachers, that is, to help 
students achieve within the academic hierarchy of the school 
system. One participant said she would like to "to recognize 
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what is there [in the students] for what it is, accept it and 
relax and enjoy it." However, she felt that her 
responsibilities as a teacher meant she was continually 
trying to force the students to fit into a mold which they 
resisted. "It's rare that I get the sense that anybody 
appreciates anything that they did learn. They didn’t see any 
reason to learn it in the first place." Even those 
participants who found the students' difference from the 
traditional model refreshing felt this tension in their lower 
level classes. That is, they felt that their task as teachers 
put them at odds with their lower level students because the 
students seemed so little interested in what the Participants 
felt it was important to learn. Thus although they did not 
necessarily feel hostile toward the students because of their 
backgrounds, an attitude a number of researchers have found 
among teachers of middle-income or minority students 
(Rist,1970 ; Kozol, 1970; Sennett and Cobb,1973), 
participants did see the students primarily as problems. 
Participants saw students, because of their poverty or their 
culture or both, as being at a disadvantage in relation to 
education and they had low academic expectations of students 
because of this. Other researchers (Grace, 1978; Keddie, 
1971; Payne, 1984; Rist, 1970; Sharp and Green, 1975) have 
found similar attitudes among teachers of these students. 
These studies have seen teachers as adopting various remedies 
for what they see as the students' disabilities. In the last 
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section of this chapter 1 will look at the ways in which the 
participants in my study resolved their tensions over how to 
deal with the students in the school context. I will do this 
by focusing on the curriculum and methods of instruction 
participants decided to use with the students. Before I 
examine these areas, in order to better understand the 
choices of curriculum and methods of teaching which 
participants made, it is important to examine the conditions 
in which the participants taught, as well as the views of 
students and the approaches to teaching which were encouraged 
by their school systems. These factors had important effects 
on the way teachers taught. 
The School Contexts 
The Conditions of Participants' Work 
ticipants1 working day lasted from about seven-forty 
five a.m. until two or two-thirty p.m. During that time 
participants usually saw five groups of students; in one 
junior high they saw six, which included a home room class. 
The vocational school had a different arrangement because of 
their shop program. The teachers there saw students twice a 
day but they had two sets of students and saw one set one 
week and the other the next. Hence, they had more students 
overall. The number of students in classes was highest in the 
junior high schools where classes were often between twenty 
and twenty-five students, occasionally closer to thirty. In 
the high schools the numbers in classes diminished 
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considerably, usually less than fifteen. In some cases the 
daily attendance was as low as four or six. Participants 
mentioned that they found these small classes unsettling, and 
at times depressing, because they reflected the high drop-out 
rate among their students as well as frequent absenteeism. 
Participants taught only English with the exception of 
Mary who also taught Latin. They usually taught students from 
two or three different grade levels. Only Sally taught all at 
one Level. The fact that students were tracked meant the 
preparation for classes at the same grade level varied. All 
participants had one preparation period each day, vocational 
teachers had two, and lunch breaks were about twenty minutes 
long. (Lunch duty interrupted participants' preparation time 
on occasions.) Once a week participants had office hours for 
an hour after school. Otherwise they were not required to 
stay after the students left. 
Participants usually kept their classrooms from year to 
year. Their rooms were arranged traditionally with desks in 
rows, and the teacher's desk and the school loudspeaker at 
the front. One participant, Rosemary, reported having tried 
to arrange her desks in a more democratic circle but had been 
told by her administration to keep to the traditional rows. 
"My classroom desks were always in a circle. I was in the 
circle. I was told not to do it. 'That belongs to Social 
Studies'." The action of Rosemary's administration is 
suggestive of the way teachers were treated by their school 
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systems. Teachers were not only caught in busy schedules of 
classes, but they were in school systems which offered little 
opportunity or encouragement to teachers to enrich or change 
their teaching practices. 
View of Students 
It been argued in this chapter that participants were 
agreed m seeing their lower level students as being problems 
in the context of the school system. That participants should 
see their lower level students in this way can in part be 
seen as a predictable response to the attitudes toward 
students expressed by the school systems in which 
participants taught. In the schools the working assumption 
was that the college student provided the model to which all 
students should aspire. The idea that the lower tracked 
students were inferior as students was there in the practice 
used by all of the junior high schools of labelling the 
students from group 1 to group 16 (as it was in one school) 
in order of what the school saw as ability. The teachers in 
the study had no choice but to participate in this system and 
use its labels of "high" and "low" with their inevitable 
connotations of good and bad. In some cases the attitudes 
expressed by the schools were even more blatant than this. In 
Marjorie's school only the top four 8th grade classes were 
permitted the privilege of borrowing class set books from the 
school in order to do homework. In the same school the 
principal was "so afraid the bottom kids will act out and 
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embarrass the school" that they were not permitted to attend 
extracurricular events where members of the public might see 
them. 
Although the high schools did not use a numerical 
classification of students, and they did make more effort to 
make the various tracks sound equal, using more neutral 
labels like "business" and "college," the college track 
remained the most desirable position for students to be in. 
Students in most cases had to be recommended to be in the 
college track and would be demoted if they did not perform 
satisfactorily. The schools with nonacademic programs were 
seen by the school community as a step down from the college 
preparatory high schools. This was clear not only in 
participants' comments but in remarks made by the students in 
these schools. In one class I observed, Andrea was discussing 
career possibilities with her vocational students and they 
expressed the belief that: 
We wouldn't be accepted |_at college] because we're not 
as brilliant as they are [the students at the college 
prep high school]. The other schools are working harder 
on SAT's because they've already developed all those 
skills whereas we haven't reached that high. 
Curriculum and Methods of Instruction 
One of the most notable features of all the participants' 
contexts was the absence of significant input from the 
schools on any of the issues surrounding curriculum. 
Participants reported the presence of only very general 
curriculum guidelines. While some schools nominated areas 
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that they expected teachers to deal with, and sometimes set 
books for certain grades to read, the rest was left up to the 
individual teacher: 
We can do pretty much anything we want-curriculum is 
extremely vague (Andrea). lourum ls 
We are given a curriculum guide every so many years. It 
tells you: This is what you have to cover." It will 
tell you, Ldo] the parts of speech" (Sally). 
Therefore, participants had few obligations to fulfill in 
their teaching. In most of the high schools there were exams 
in eleventh and twelfth grade, but not in the lower levels. 
Otherwise, often to teachers' frustration, what teachers 
taught was their own business, and schools made little effort 
to enforce any kind of standards on teachers. 
No matter what you do in this school system nobody 
checks so you can do anything—the best class in the 
world and you are going to get the same amount of money 
(Sally). 
There were, however, some ways in which the schools' 
expectations did push teachers in certain, always 
conservative, directions. Grades were expected. For a teacher 
to opt not to grade students at all would have meant, at the 
least, questions, and more likely an instruction to conform 
to the general practice. In terms of teaching methods the 
model of teacher behavior which schools encouraged was 
authoritarian in that they expected teachers to be strong 
disciplinarians and not need administative support to 
maintain control. Teachers felt themselves to be forced into 
relying only on themselves: "The philosophy in teaching [isj 
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you sink or swim on your own or you don't belong here" 
(Marjorie). They felt the administration of the schools did 
not, and often could not, provide any help with the 
discipline problems that their low-level students often 
posed: "They can’t do anything with them either. They can't 
send them home. They can't stop them cracking" (Connie). 
Curriculum changes were the responsibility of the 
department heads, principals, and school committees. 
Otherwise teacher participation in these issues was 
voluntary. Among my participants only Christine mentioned 
being part of a curriculum committee. Almost all participants 
felt themselves to be designing their courses largely in 
isolation. Consultation with other English teachers was 
difficult in that they were rarely free at the same time and 
department meetings were also rare (perhaps only two or three 
per semester if that). 
We used to have meetings of the entire faculty once a 
month--coffee—so there'd be a chance to see a teacher 
in another discipline or a friend for a few minutes. But 
really there's very little chance to see anyone else in 
the building except those you're in the same corridor 
with. Each teacher is pretty much autonomous unto 
herself (Marjorie). 
English teachers never see each other (Sally). 
The exception to this situation was striking in what it 
suggested about the opportunities other participants were 
lacking. This was at a school where all the English teachers 
were scheduled to be free at the same time. Consequently 
participants felt very differently about their interaction 
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with colleagues: "We spend a lot of time talking about 
teaching English--frustrations, suggestions. It's very 
therapeutic. We laugh a lot. Teaching in general can really 
bring you down" (Andrea). Participants also felt they 
received very little support from their schools in terms of 
money for books or materials. Participants were not permitted 
to order books or materials on their own, nor was there much 
money in any of the schools for anyone to order them. 
Proposition 2 1/2 had frozen the buying of new text books in 
1981 (Susskind and Fountain, 1983, p. 244). It seemed that 
the supply had not been plentiful before that, and had only 
marginally improved since: 
For the first five years of teaching I didn't have books 
to teach with. They were all for the top groups and as a 
new teacher I didn't have any top groups. We finally did 
get some new textbooks so each teacher has at least one 
set of books for reading within the classroom 
(Marjorie). 
I've been teaching the same material for 14 years. They 
haven't given me any new textbooks (Sally). 
It's hard to bring it [new material] in because you 
can't get any money. You have to use the books that are 
already here. Getting things printed is expensive and 
time consuming (Andrea). 
The availability of books was a major factor in defining 
participants' choices of curriculum. Although there were few 
compulsory texts, the range of material from which 
participants could make their choices was very limited. In 
all the schools it mainly consisted of sets of textbook 
anthologies, and copies of novels and plays which had been 
bought in earlier years. Hence, the novels participants used 
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in their classes were the traditional school classics like 
Johnny Tremain, To Kill a Mocking Bird. The Yearling. 
Treasure Island. More contemporary works were not available 
to participants. 
Schools gave no incentives or rewards for the trying of 
new ideas and methods. While teachers were allowed a day or 
two per year to visit other schools to observe curriculum, 
conferences usually meant the loss of sick pay. In one of the 
school systems the teachers' contract required the schools to 
offer in-service training. In the other there was no formal 
commitment to such education. 
In general participants saw their administrations as at 
best indifferent, and at worst negative, influences on their 
work: 
You never get that positive reinforcement. Human beings 
need recognition. You're getting paid the same as the 
guy down the hall who's showing slides all the time. I'm 
not advocating merit pay. It wouldn't take much for the 
principal to call you in the office and say "That's a 
really nice idea." It'd feel good....They give you a 
really tough kid and you work really hard and you get 
him to come round. LThey] say "You did such a good job 
with Johnny I'm going to give you two more like him." 
You get punished (Andrea). 
The overall picture of the schools which participants 
presented was of institutions which encouraged the 
maintenance of the status quo by limiting communication 
between teachers and providing no support for the spread of 
new ideas. This effectively meant the participants were 
encouraged to retain the courses which had always been 
taught. In most cases this was a version of the college-prep 
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course which, as has been noted, dominated the school 
systems. 
It also should be noted, in considering the factors 
participants had to deal with in setting up their programs, 
that the problems associated with the nature of students from 
poor and minority backgrounds were not the only issues which 
they saw as shaping the roles that they chose. They all 
mentioned other factors as equally, and at times more, 
important in shaping their experience in teaching. In 
particular they saw large classes, the time of day they saw 
students, and the general problems involved in teaching 
adolescents as highly significant in determining how 
successful they were in their work. So, for example, a top- 
level class seen at the end of the day could be just as 
difficult as a lower level class: "My morning classes are 
usually better than my afternoon classes" (Connie). Almost 
every participant mentioned that large classes were one of 
their worst problems: "Frankly I don't think there is a key 
L to learning] when you have twenty-eight or thirty students" 
(Andrea). Although participants were very aware of these 
other problems which are endemic to teaching in any context, 
it was clear that they saw themselves as confronting a double 
load of problems because of the nature of the students they 
taught. "We have the hardest job in the city. Teachers at 
College High School I don't know if they'd be able to cope" 
(Christine). 
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Participants' Curriculum and Methods of Instruction 
In the first part of this chapter I have noted that all 
participants were agreed that the students from low-income 
and minority families who dominated their lower tracked 
classes had serious problems being what the participants had 
been brought to see as "good" students. That is, they did not 
perform well in the traditional college-oriented program 
which had been the source of success for the participants, 
and which continued to prevail in the school system. I have 
also suggested that despite their attachment to the 
traditional values which saw the students as inadequate, some 
participants had gone some way toward seeing the students as 
rather than deficient, that is they accepted and 
enjoyed their natures rather than simply regretting their 
lack of enthusiasm for school. 
In the sections which follow I will show that the split 
in the group between those who accepted what were for all of 
them very "different" students and those who continued to 
feel very distant, even hostile toward the students, was 
represented in participants' choices of curriculum and 
methods of instruction. The participants who found it most 
difficult to accept the low-level students' difference from 
their image of what students should be also continued to hold 
onto the values and practices of the traditional English 
course in their teaching of them. On the other hand, the 
participants whose perception of the students was not totally 
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defined by a sense of their inadequacies as students adopted 
views of curriculum and instruction which were shaped by 
goals other than those of the college-prep course. In arguing 
this I will also claim that even those participants who moved 
away from the college program in teaching the students found 
it difficult to cease to see it as the ideal course of study. 
They tended to see what they were doing with the lower level 
students as a course of action used to survive in a difficult 
situation rather than an inherently worthwhile approach. 
Tradition or Innovation: Participants' Choices 
The basic issue which can be seen shaping participants' 
decisions about what to teach in this context was the 
question of whether lower level students should be given a 
"watered down" version of the curriculum given to more 
successful students, to use Margaret's description of the 
method, or whether the better course was to teach the 
students a totally different curriculum. The dilemma 
experienced by my participants has been found by other 
researchers who have looked at the views of curriculum of 
teachers of low-income and minority students (Appleby, 1974; 
Grace, 1978; Mathieson, 1975). Like the teachers in these 
studies, most participants did not wholly adopt either 
approach but a combination of aspects of each. However 
individual participants can be seen to have an orientation in 
one direction or the other. In documenting the choices of 
curriculum and pedagogy made by my participants I am also 
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interested in their assessments of the success 
approaches. This will help to build a sense of 
overall perception of their work. 
of their 
the teachers' 
The Diluted College Course 
Those participants who chose to teach an adaptation of 
the college curriculum did so in the belief that English 
education as it must be taught in junior and senior high 
schools was basically one-directional and oriented towards 
college. This is not to say that the participants did not 
have other aims apart from preparing students for college. 
They did believe in the value of English studies for the 
teaching of thinking and general literacy. However the need 
to prepare students for college can be seen as the primary 
influence in shaping their curriculum. "Junior high is 
training for senior high, more mature forms of learning" 
(Mary). Participants adopted this approach despite their 
belief, discussed earlier in this chapter, that it was very 
unlikely that many of their low-level students would succeed 
in going to college. Their justification for their approach 
was: 
Education could save a lot of these kids--the way to 
success as we know it--[intoJ professions, into family 
living, all the standards that we consider to be 
valuable, maybe even an interest in culture and art 
(Connie). 
The problem for these participants was how to maintain their 
loyalty to these academic standards in the face of the 
obvious evidence that the students were far from reaching 
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them. Their solution was to take the basic structure and 
content of the college oriented program and break it down 
into a curriculum that the lower level students could more 
easily manage. They saw themselves as at least giving the 
students the "basics" so that if they did continue with their 
education they would be on the right track. Thus these 
participants' curricula looked the same as that of the 
college-prep course except that the amount and complexity of 
the material that the students were expected to cover was 
reduced: 
I do basically the same thing as we do in my two 
college-bound classes. I try to go into a little more 
depth with college-prep because I know they'll need it 
and it's required (Sally). 
I give all classes the same work. It just takes them 
longer to do it. The top group could do the lesson in 
maybe 25 minutes so we'll do either grammar or reading. 
The low group will take all period to do the work 
(Marjorie). 
In terms of reading, while the higher group might do the 
classics the low groups did not: 
I can't get them into the classics. I may go as far as 
to get them into simplified classics so that at least 
they've heard the name of the books, even to a classics 
comic book (Marjorie). 
[Romeo and JulietJ To read it by themselves would be too 
difficult, with the record they can handle it. It's not 
the best play to do with a slow group. Top groups will 
just read it (Margaret). 
Teachers did not expect the lower groups to analyze their 
reading in the same way. "In the higher divisions I can get 
' 
into psychological reasons for characters' behavior, in the 
' 
lower divisions I can still talk about character and 
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personality but not to the same depth" (Gillian). The same 
principle of the "diluted" curriculum was applied in writing 
instruction. "The college group does more essay tests, the 
low group more multiple choice or matching" (Sally). "The 8/ 
16's I don't expect them to write a full-blown composition" 
(Gillian). Similarly in grammar instruction: "Foreign 
language students [in this case the top-level studentsJ need 
grammar and sentence structure. L Lower level students] you 
take them where they are" (Mary). 
Low-level students in some of these participants' classes 
did less of both reading and writing than an upper level 
class would. One reason for this was that these teachers saw 
grammar and spelling as such basic elements of English 
curriculum that they took priority over other areas. Because 
the low-tracked students were slower than other students in 
getting through these aspects of the curriculum it meant 
there was less time left for the reading and writing which 
followed learning the "basics". Consequently students in 
these classes spent a large percentage of the school year 
working on the identification of parts of speech and the 
learning of spelling and vocabulary words. 
In general, because of students' lack of expertise in 
academic areas, participants who followed this curriculum 
pattern also felt they had to slow down and simplify their 
methods of instruction: 
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steP by step, 
(Andrea). 
Participants saw the same process of slowing down and 
reducing expectations as necessary when teaching minority 
students: "We're trying the novel. We read a chapter. You 
have to read the chapter with them. You have to stop. There's 
a problem of communication, and there's a problem of 
comprehension" (Margaret). 
These participants did on occasions include a unit on 
"survival" English in their curriculum. In these cases their 
curricula suggested the limited nature of their goals for the 
students. Concern with self-expression and creativity was 
absent: 
I have a whole unit on forms, how to go down to the post 
office and write out a change of address form, how to 
read the back of a check. I'll say "You know you think 
English is a waste of time. These things you've got to 
know how to do. This is probably one of the most 
important things you'll do all year" (Marjorie). 
I'm preparing them for the world of work: how to follow 
directions, write not creatively but coherently, deal in 
time, express themselves orally and on a piece of paper. 
Most of them are going out to work. This is what they'll 
need to know (Andrea). 
In one school it was the "things a secretary would need, a 
lot of vocabulary and a lot of writing" (Sally). These 
deviations from the traditional English program were more the 
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exception than the rule. For the most part these participants 
believed that the curriculum and methods of instruction of 
their own education were the most important: 
volunteer. I hit everybody 
taught (Connie). 
They did not believe that it was part of the English 
teacher's role to help students solve their problems: 
"Academics are important. It is the end of the teaching 
process" (Connie). Teachers who took this view, however much 
they might have wanted to help students, felt that getting 
personally involved with students only created false 
expectations and frustration because the students wanted 
things they could not give: 
I don't like to get too friendly with the kids. I don't 
feel it's my job. I don't think that's hard, it's 
necessary. I don't think I'm a friend, I'm a teacher. 
....They may be looking for nurturing. If that's what we 
are doing let's do that. But I haven*t been taught and I 
don't know how to do that (Connie). 
I don't know most of their problems. I know I can't deal 
with them. I don't want to encourage them to come to me. 
I'm not trained for it (Andrea). 
Because they felt the social problems of the students were 
beyond their control, these participants tended to see any 
deviations from the traditional program for the sake of more 
social goals as an inappropriate use of their time: 
They really want the teacher to bring them out of their 
boredom. I don't know how to deal with that. I'm not an 
entertainer (Andrea). 
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™»vh! T5 S?cially integrated people I've ever 
anJihIngVeise (Mary).UnderStand they’re suPPosed to d° 
A tea?!ler who thinks kids have to be 
tivated--talk about race cars and drugs. I think 
education for education's sake should b! enough And 
(Connie)^ng ^ th® W°rld and they should understandthat 
Those participants who felt their role ought to be 
restricted to the academic area also tended to feel that they 
should not pay special attention to the minority students: 
"You have to treat them all the same. You cannot make 
exceptions because they're black or Puerto Rican and their 
lives are going to be tougher. They deserve not more, not 
less (Andrea). Teachers felt they should treat these 
students as "kids" like everybody else (Andrea). They aimed 
to be "color-blind" (Rosemary), judging students by their 
academic abilities rather than their color: "Now I really 
have to think who are the black students" (Marjorie). For the 
same kinds of reasons they did not feel that they should 
compromise the content of the curriculum to suit the special 
needs of minority students: 
I think it's a mistake teaching a lot of black culture, 
accepting the way the blacks talk. It's absurd to cater 
to the Hispanics to the point where you're teaching them 
Spanish in English. This is a melting-pot and they have 
to learn English (Marjorie). 
These teachers often felt they had to take a firm line on the 
use of nonstandard English in the classroom: "They ask me 
incorrectly if they can go and get a drink and I won't let 
them go unless they answer correctly "(Sally). 
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An Alternative Curriculum 
The other group of participants reacted in quite a 
different way to students' lack of success with the college 
program. These teachers, rather than teaching a less 
demanding version of the traditional program, were led to 
look for alternative directions in which to take the 
students. They felt it was important to teach a course which 
addressed students' needs, most importantly their need to 
learn to read and write competently. Teachers felt that 
freeing themselves from the traditional curriculum allowed 
them to spend more time getting students to like reading and 
writing rather than trying to get them to achieve particular 
goals in these areas. One participant, Christine, was 
involved in a high school program designed for low-level 
students which was composed solely of students writing 
stories and reading novels of their own choice. 
Just an appreciation for reading and writing, and a 
competency of course. Just the fact that some of these 
students will pick up a pencil and find out they can do 
it-- create a story, or read a whole book. I've had 
students who've come to me and said "This is the first 
time I've ever really read a whole book" (Christine). 
Using English classes, and particularly talking and writing, 
as a way of building the students' confidence in their own 
ideas was an aim for a number of participants: "Let them see 
that they're capable of doing those things that students do 
at College High School" (Rosemary). They felt that because of 
the students' estrangement from the goals of the school 
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system it was more important than in the upper levels to make 
English relevant to their lives: 
* VeJear5fc y°u don't have to be teaching grammar to be 
teaching English--there s far more that you can teach 
them about life through English and through reading and 
(Margaret)d Writlng and learning about themselves § 
If you can't prepare them for college you have to 
prepare them for life (Rosemary). 
In comparison to the other participants the more innovative 
participants did much less teaching of grammar and spelling 
and much more composition writing with their students. 
Grammar and spelling were taught as they came up in students' 
writing. They also more often allowed the studentsto choose 
their own reading material rather than reading from set 
texts. 
Teachers who adopted alternative curriculum for their 
low-level students also tended to use methods of instruction 
which they felt were more suited to the needs of these 
students. The approach often mentioned was to spend more time 
giving individual help to students rather than giving group 
lessons: "I like individualized work quite a bit. The 
traditional (.when] everyone's competing on the same level the 
slower kid's usually left out" (Christine). Rosemary adopted 
a program which was largely composed of her helping 
individual students with their work. She also felt that she 
needed to give special attention to these students: "I try to 
make allowances for their lack of discipline. I'm lenient on 
them as far as grades are concerned" (Rosemary). 
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For Gillian this emphasis on allowing for individul 
differences meant taking account of minority language and 
culture in the classroom. She liked to discuss issues such as 
apartheid with her students: 
To talk about the fact that the majority of the 
Ev!?hIatTv!n a£6 black and the People who run things are 
uTh®y kn°W e*actly what you're talking about. 
Through pictures all over the room--Asian people, 
?K°Ple’ bla-k Pe°Ple- It's not just whiteness 
m here. Ebony magazine. When I'm teaching about 
grammar: the way we speak and write, I never condemn 
Sureul-talk* 1 USe it: myself as a kind of quick delivery 
which is not grammatically correct. I like using it 
because it s musical and rhythmic and really effective 
and really pointed. 
She felt that it was more important to communicate directly 
with students than to emphasize the rules of "correct" 
English. Gillian's idea of trying to integrate aspects of the 
students' experience into her curriculum is similar to that 
which Grace (1978) finds among teachers in a working-class 
school in Britain. They too were torn between maintaining the 
traditional program and feeling that such an approach was 
irrelevant to the students because of their backgrounds and 
likely futures. The teachers resolved the dilemma by 
designing their courses in accordance with a principle of 
"cultural comprehensiveness" (208). 
Participants who favored an alternative curriculum also 
tended to have a more expansive view of their role as far as 
counselling the students was concerned. They felt it was part 
of their role to be aware of students' problems, and if 
possible to help them in some way: "Understanding where the 
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kids are coming from can really make my life a lot easier in 
the long run. In that respect I don't think the school 
department is very helpful in protecting their records" 
(Christine). Christine actively offered her advice to 
students on their career plans. For example she encouraged 
some Hispanic students in her class to enter the Upward Bound 
program. On occasions she had been willing to do things like 
drive to Vermont to look for a student who had run away from 
home and needed help. Rosemary was another participant who 
vehemently opposed the idea that teachers should not befriend 
students: 
I^think I'm a friend to them. For most of my students 
I m a friend first. I don't mean I take them for a hot 
fudge sundae after school, but I am friendly to them. I 
really disagree with the idea that you can't be friendly 
to the students. 
Their conception of their role was that of mother as well as 
teacher: "It's almost like a family situation. They are all 
• 
our kids. The students are very loyal too" (Christine). 
They felt that the difficulties of the students' environments 
made it especially important for them to give the students 
some sort of guidance: "They have no idea of any kind of 
moral or ethical values so whatever I can give them I give 
them" (Rosemary). In having a broad, parental view of their 
role with students these participants were continuing in a 
tradition established by some of their female forebears. 
Women teachers have often felt it was part of their role to 
rescue the students from their ignorance and teach them good 
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values. In the past this has often meant Christian virtues 
(Hoffman, 1981, p. xviii). 
My participants felt that in being more open to the 
students’ problems they might be able to achieve some sort of 
attitudinal change which would be significant in the absence 
of more academic achievements. "If you can reach some of 
these kids —even if they don't achieve all that much, to get 
to them personally, to get them to open up, not be so sullen" 
(Christine). In terms of conducting classes this involved 
being willing to spend time in class talking about things not 
strictly part of the English curriculum: "I take time out 
with them more often" (Gillian). 
Participants' Assessments of their Roles 
In looking at participants' overall view of their work 
the same division among participants between those who felt 
more accepting of the students and those who found it 
difficult to tolerate their differences affected the way they 
saw the overall success of their role. Those participants who 
perceived lower level students in more accepting ways and had 
a view of curriculum which was particularly geared to these 
students' needs felt more satisfied with what they 
accomplished with them. Those participants who took the 
"diluted traditional curriculum" approach could not rid 
themselves of the consciousness that the students were not 
reaching worthwhile goals in this program. Their assessments 
of their accomplishments were full of a sense of the 
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limitations of what they did with students. The comments 
which follow were from participants of this point of view: 
I m not much of a dreamer. I'm more 
You do so much and yet there's still 
(Marjorie). 
realistic than that, 
so many problems 
m Fnr a ? Uy?'TMy Primary object is to survive. 
"••"rlo"8 tlra? I saw my job as a constant struggle 
to get kids to work but after a certain point you 21n't 
keep hitting a blank wall (Connie). 
as t^10u§^ I'm doing something wrong. I feel as 
though at the end of the year they really haven't learnt 
any more than when they walked in here and I don't know 
what more I can do (Andrea). 
Its frustrating to have once been able to come in here 
and teach adverb clauses and all that stuff I love, and 
every year to have more of it stuffed in the drawer, 
spend more time drilling on basic things. That’s 
frustrating (Mary). 
In some cases teachers’ negative experiences in their 
work with students led them to adopt a detached and even 
cynical view of their work with students, feeling that any 
kind of success was too much to ask. They went through the 
motions of teaching the students but without the conviction 
that they would succeed. The most they could do was to 
protect themselves from a sense of frustration and failure by 
setting the lowest possible goals for themselves: 
I used to get very uptight calling parents and trying to 
get the kids after school and forcing them, and then I 
said "Why should you force yourself to stay after school 
and do what they should have done in class anyway? " 
"I’ll be here after school if you need help. Otherwise 
good luck."....My great expectations are that they'll be 
able to write a sentence and punctuate it and spell 
certain words (Marjorie). 
I don't feel I've accomplished an awful lot but I don't 
feel terribly guilty about it because I feel I have 
accomplished what it is my purpose to accomplish with 
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that type of class--to put up with them for 42 minut 
period for 5 periods a week for the entire year 
(Connie). 
es a 
^articipants felt that if their work had any meaning it was 
certainly not because of what they achieved in the classroom 
"I don't see many changes by the time they leave at the end 
of the year which makes it difficut to find any meaning, 
frankly (Andrea). They felt they must look for success and 
satisfaction in other places: 
The reason we're [Mary and her husband, also a teacher 
at her school] involved in so much volunteer work is to 
find some outlets for our talents (Mary). 
The good thing is the days go really fast. It's not 
often the day drags no matter how unhappy you are 
(Andrea). 
These participants frequently felt discontented with their 
work to the extent of thinking of leaving teaching: 
I hope to hell I'm not teaching for the rest of my life. 
I really don't think I can. I would really burn out. I 
think I’ve found enough ways to keep me from it at this 
point but I can't imagine doing this for another ten 
years (Andrea). 
The other group of participants professed to feeling more of 
a sense of success with their work than the conservative 
participants. They felt satisfaction with relatively small 
gains: 
Some of these college kids can teach themselves. You can 
just hand them a book and say "Read it". Here I feel 
when I see a student who has been a problem student pick 
up a pen and start writing I really feel more rewards 
out of that (Christine). 
There are things I feel good about: when I've passed on 
a book, especially when it's a kid that doesn't do much 
[who comes and says] "A really good book, I really 
enjoyed it." (Sally) 
138 
Since more than the other participants they saw it as a 
significant part of their role to interest students in their 
work, they experienced less hostility from their classes and 
therefore enjoyed teaching more. "I found it an enjoyable 
experience because as long as they didn’t have to pick up one 
of those horrible grammar books they liked to come to class” 
(Margaret). 
Although these participants, like their more traditional 
colleagues, admitted to enjoying the challenge of the upper- 
level students, in some cases they expressed the conviction 
that they often felt a greater sense of satisfaction in 
teaching the lower level students. They felt that low-tracked 
students, precisely because of their lack of academic 
orientation, offered them opportunities for experience that 
they would not have in the upper-level classes: 
They've given me a lot. I've learnt a lot about 
life--what goes on in the streets (Rosemary). 
LThe top groups]--they're a challenge because they 
understand things so well--it's wonderful, but the real, 
live people to me are the middle kids and the low 
kids--more the juice of life there (Gillian). 
The other side of taking on the difficult task of attempting 
to deal with these students' many needs was the satisfaction 
of being able to meet some of them: 
I'm proud of it. The twelfth-grade college-bound 
students they don't need you. These Llow-level students] 
are the students who need you to push them along. I'm 
proud I can reach these students (Christine). 
Because standards were more relaxed in the lower levels, the 
teaching in this setting was in some ways more enjoyable than 
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in the more achievement-oriented upper levels: "After they 
realize they aren't competing with anybody but themselves and 
I can relate to the student wherever he is they love it" 
(Chr istine). 
Participants' Shared Sense of their Work 
In this chapter thus far I have concentrated on 
identifying the differences in response to teaching in this 
context which existed among the group of participants. 
However, it is important to note at this point that although 
the division between the more conservative and the more 
innovative approach represents an important aspect of the 
experience of teaching in this context, it is also striking 
to see the ways in which participants were agreed about their 
roles. Despite the variations which have been discussed, this 
agreement was there firstly in their view of curriculum. 
Although some participants used a non-traditional approach 
with their lower level students, these participants continued 
to believe in the primacy of the college-prep course. They 
saw an alternative curriculum as a sensible solution to the 
problems of low-achieving students but they still felt a 
significant allegiance to the traditional program. They saw 
their answers to the issue of low achievement by the students 
in this school context as some kind of second-best 
compensation to the students for their lack of success in the 
normal program. As such my participants' approach to their 
students had similarities to that of teachers in Sharp and 
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Green's study (1975) who felt their working-class students 
could not cope with the demands of reading and writing-- 
instead they needed to play (p. 75). 
Christine, who taught these students in an individualized 
reading and writing program which cast aside traditional 
grammar and literature, did not question that the students 
would return to the normal program the following year. "I 
know they've had grammar books and traditional English up to 
this point. They'll go back. This is a kind of break ... to 
turn kids on." Gillian, who questioned the value of the 
traditional English program and wanted instead to promote a 
"softer kind of learning” which emphasized the development of 
the students' power to think and discuss issues rather than 
the reaching of a certain academic standard, nevertheless 
maintained important aspects of the traditional program in 
her classroom. In her low-level class she still operated a 
conventional grading policy, and taught a similar course to 
that which she taught in her JJpper-level groups. Her approach 
was to moderate its demands, making sure that the students 
felt they could achieve: 
I try to get them to see that whatever grade they want 
they can have. "Just learn what I teach you," and if 
they don't understand ask questions. I tell them it's 
ultimately their choice. 
Rosemary, who had the students writing poetry instead of 
doing grammar, still graded the poems. As noted earlier in 
this chapter, not to have graded students' work at all would 
have been unacceptable in the context of their school 
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systems. However participants did have some discretion in 
what and how often they graded. Given that more liberal 
movements within the English teaching profession have long 
seen grades as having destructive effects, particularly among 
lower tracked students (Murray, 1982, p. 17), it is somewaht 
surprising that these participants, despite their relatively 
innovative approach, continued to use grades extensively. 
Only Gillian regularly had a component in her program which 
allowed students to write material which would not be graded. 
The correction of students' mistakes in their writing took a 
priority in Christine s classroom in the same way as it 
did in the more traditional participants' classes. 
Participants' fundamental conservatism also showed itself 
in their attitudes toward issues of discipline. All 
participants, even those who favored a more liberal 
curriculum, stressed the need for a strict, teacher- 
controlled classroom, and a firm line with students in the 
school in general. Gillian spoke of the limits to the freedom 
that was possible without disorder: 
It's incumbent on me to try to control discussion--so 
there's that controlling aspect. Other than that it's 
very relaxed. As a teacher I don't tolerate certain 
kinds of nonsense. I'm a source of authority and 
knowledge in the way I do a lesson with kids. 
Christine, despite her nontraditional English classes, 
believed that the school must not relax its standards 
simply because the students have difficulty reaching them: 
They need a "C" average in order to participate in the 
fashion show Land other extra curricular activities]. If 
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that s the only motive—fine. At least it's a motive, 
nee we crack down on these standards they'll come ud to 
them. We set them high and they'll come up to them. P 
In the same way, looking at how these relatively innovative 
participants assessed their role reveals that they had not 
let go of the traditional criteria for success. They 
recognized that these standards still existed in the school 
system and worried about not achieving them: "It's sad 
sometimes. If I could just instill this aggression in the 
students, this need to achieve" (Christine). Gillian felt 
that in her efforts to make allowances for their difficulties 
with academic work she did a disservice to her low-level 
students by not emphasizing grades and achievement 
sufficiently. She felt she paid too much heed to "the kids' 
expressed attitude that grades are not important, so I don't 
make a fuss about the higher grades that there are. Any kid 
who gets a good grade has to be fussed over." She also felt 
that although she wanted to incorporate nonstandard English 
into the curriculum she must continue to assert the primacy 
of standard English: 
All year long it's a constant all-year-long battle to 
remind them. They're speaking nonstandard English so 
much and writing is a complex difficult task enough. I'm 
constantly helping and reminding them. They drop endings 
on verbs and so I have to remind them. 
In terms of their hope to be able to connect personally with 
the students, the participants often felt overwhelmed by the 
magnitude of the students' problems, and while they might 
want to help, there were limits to their capacities. Even 
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Rosemary, who firmly believed that she could be a friend to 
students, felt that she was unable to give the students all 
the help they needed: 
I think it's totally unfair that any teacher should have 
to be a mother, a father, a cop, a psychologist. A 
uaC?5rvSh0U1ld be there t0 teach* All of these things 
should be taken care of in the home. 
Participants tended to see their achievements with their 
lower level students as inherently circumscribed. They saw 
their achievement in terms of coping in the face of great 
odds rather than as substantial progress: 
It's called survival. [At times] it becomes chaos. There 
are days when I come home feeling rotten, very, very 
badly about what has happened in class....We have a very 
friendly faculty. I think it is because we have gone 
through so much trauma--real racial riots--MASH 
situation (Christine). 
It's a very emotionally draining situation.... 
The type of student [that we have] demand that you enjoy 
and like young people. Particularly in this particular 
environment because of the type of student that we have 
to deal with you really have to care about them 
(Rosemary). 
Hence, even among the participants who adopted an 
alternative program with the students, the sense that the 
lower level students were almost insoluble problems remained 
in their perception of their role. The idea of the relatively 
trouble-free college bound students, and the curriculum 
designed to teach them, continued to attract participants. 
Here Christine revealed her ambivalence about teaching 
nontraditional courses: 
Back in the early 70's it was traditional grammar, 
college prep. Now we have more Hispanic kids with a 
language barrier. Everything is more watered down. 
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Courses have been dropped. We can hardly get enough kids 
of h°H§e^ a d?C6n^ colleSe-Prep program. It’s the 
type of students we ve been getting (Christine). 
In being reluctant to abandon the values and practices of the 
traditional course, the participants in my study showed the 
same pattern as Mathieson (1975) found among English teachers 
in the United States. Mathieson sees English teachers who 
work with low-income students as having conservative views on 
the question of the preservation of the traditional classics- 
based course (p. 211). Interestingly she claims that 
ex-working-class teachers are the most conservative because 
they feel that since they worked their way up through this 
course then the students too may need it if they are to 
advance. It certainly seems true that my participants who 
were all from working-class backgrounds felt insecure about 
deviating from the program that they had grown up with. 
In this chapter I have looked at the perceptions of 
students that participants revealed in interviews and 
explored the ways in which the school context might have 
influenced participants in their views of their roles. In the 
following chapter, I will look at the ways in which 
participants enacted their roles in their classroom 
interaction with students. 
CHAPTER VI 
URBAN TEACHERS IN THE CLASSROOM 
In chapter 5 on the basis of analysis of interviews with 
participants I argued that participants were agreed that 
their low-income and minority students had problems with 
academic work yet they reacted variously to this belief, 
differing in the degree to which they felt their students 
could make progress. Some felt extremely pessimistic about 
the possibility of the students' achieving anything valuable 
as students, whereas others felt that if they were careful 
about the goals they set, small but significant progress 
could be made. I also claimed that all participants, whether 
conservative or more innovative, expressed a sense of 
uncertainty about the value of their work with the students 
because of students' problems with academic work. In this 
chapter I will explore participants' perspectives on their 
work from another direction. Just as I have looked at the 
participants' stated views of the students' abilities, and 
the curriculum and methods of instruction they thought 
appropriate for them, here, using material gathered during 
field observation of participants in their classes, I will 
look at how these aspects of participants' roles were 
manifested in the classroom. It will be shown that the 
variations in the degree to which participants felt accepting 
of the students' difficulties with the traditional program 
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were important in defining participants' interaction with 
students in the classroom. More specifically, participants' 
views of the students shaped the way they addressed students 
in the classroom, the curriculum they chose for their 
classes, and their methods of instruction. 
Address to Students 
It has been noted earlier that Mary's early teaching 
experiences with the students who came to her school after 
integration had been very demoralizing for her, and that she 
had retained a wary attitude to students because of these 
experiences. The views of students which she expressed 
outside the classroom were consequently among the least 
accepting of all the participants. This attitude also could 
be seen in her classroom interactions with students. At times 
her "anger at how little they can do" emerged in impatience 
with the students in the classroom. She frequently told them 
that they could do better if they only would try: 
Student: How do you spell Massachusetts? 
Mary: You should be able to spell that....Student: I 
can't find no adverb in number fifteen. 
Mary: Well look harder. 
She also was inclined to compare the students in the lower 
group unfavorably with those in the upper level: "Come on you 
guys. In third period everyone in the room got it right. Come 
on concentrate." This attitude was in keeping with her social 
critique of the students. She tended to doubt the idea that 
there was a strong correlation between socioeconomic 
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background and achievement. Hence she suggested both in 
interviews and in the classroom that the students' failures 
were more the result of deliberate individual choices on 
their part not to take school seriously rather than being the 
product of their social circumstances. Her interactions with 
students suggested that improvement for them was simply a 
matter of trying harder. She reproved them, saying things 
like: "You're not concentrating," "You're not trying." In the 
following exchange she revealed this view of the students' 
failings: 
Mary: Why did you do that? [not do any of his writing 
assignment]--after all that work during the last five 
weeks to get your mark up? 
Student: I didn't know what to write. 
Mary: That's sheer laziness. If you'd set your mind to 
it you'd have thought of something. 
In general, the tone of participants' references to students' 
inadequacies varied with the degree of frustration that 
participants felt towards them. In her ironic reply to this 
student's question Andrea betrayed her irritation at 
students' ignorance of what was required of them : 
Student: Does this work count towards our grade? 
Andrea: All this work counts towards your grade. No you 
don't have to do any of this work--all right? Just like 
all year long you didn't have to hand in notebooks but 
if you don't do it--I'm going to count whatever 
assignments you don't have done, and whatever 
assignments you don't have done will count against you. 
Other participants were less frustrated by the students' 
problems with their schoolwork, yet the way they spoke to 
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them still conveyed their awareness of the students' 
inadequacies. Margaret’s tone was good-humored in a way that 
Mary s and Andrea's were not. However, she also often 
communicated her sense that the students were less than model 
students: 
Maria's seen the movie [of the book they've been 
reading]. It s the only thing that's keeping her going. 
• • • • 
Maria's ahead of us. I don't know if she's got another 
copy of the movie. 
At times she communicated a sense that she expected little of 
the students academically: 
Margaret: Did you take the book home? 
Student: Yes. 
Margaret: That's a start.... 
Margaret: Marks close tomorrow. For most of you the 
marks are helping you rather than hindering you, believe 
it or not.... 
You're reading eleven pages. That's not going to kill 
anyone including Maryanne. 
A tendency to preempt the students' negative attitudes to 
their work by expressing their low expectations of students 
was common among participants. Gillian introduced an activity 
to one of her low-abilty groups with: "What I want you to do 
is something that you might even find fun--might. I don't 
know--you're a tough bunch." Similarly Andrea said: 
I have some bad news. 
Student(l): Bad news? 
Student(2): Vocabulary right? 
Andrea: Yes, vocabulary. 
149 
Student(l): Twenty words? 
Andrea: Right. 
Even those participants who took a somewhat maternal attitude 
towards the students because of the difficulties of their 
backgrounds, conveyed their awareness of the students' 
problems in the way they addressed them. Christine 
exemplified this approach. She believed that teachers needed 
to be very encouraging of their low-level students. Yet her 
efforts to do this were in tension with the fact that when 
she spoke to students in her low levels she often 
communicated the assumption that they would have difficulty 
with whatever the assignment was. In encouraging students she 
also conveyed her doubts about their abilities: 
Hey Manuel--have a little more self-confidence. You can 
write all right. Do your best. 
Manuel, at least a brief outline--the characters. You've 
got to think. I can't do your thinking. I can help you 
with your English. I can't create a story for you. 
One of her strategies in her writing class was to have 
individual students come up to her desk to discuss their 
work. Her invitations to students often implied that the 
students would be reluctant to face what she might have to 
say: "Anyone brave enough to come up first. I don't want to 
force you up here." 
An important issue involved in understanding the 
classroom relationship between participants and students was 
that of understanding the role of humor in the exchanges 
between them. It seemed that the use of an ironic tone with 
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students was a way for participants to release their 
frustrations about the students' deficiencies without being 
angry with them. Sometimes the humor was light, at other 
times more cutting, verging on sarcasm: 
Margaret: Maryanne I don't think you'll find the answers 
in your date book. 
Mary: The two of you [should] grow up a bit, maybe a 
1U L • 
Humor could also make enjoyable for both participants and 
students the battle over the students' behavior which was 
often a feature of participants' interactions with students. 
Both participants and students were active in using this 
humor: 
(A) 
Marjorie: James I'll see you after school. I already 
have your name down. 
James: If I be good? 
Marjorie: If you're good I'll be happy to see you after 
school. 
(B) 
Gillian: I have to make a phone call in the office. Can 
you be civilized? 
Participants humorously pointed up the faults in the 
students' behavior. For example, Marjorie: "You've been 
talking enough you should have given each other the answers 
twice by now. Let's see how well you did together. Let's hope 
you all went up in your grade." In the excerpt which follows, 
Margaret referred with a mixture of humor and seriousness to 
her students: 
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and8outtofIth^ SOme PrZtty. stranSe people roaming in 
^^-^ssroorn* You d bo surprised th^t- i-Uocq 
mightPhaveetold h3Ve ddsruPted a class, and who 
mignt nave told me in very classic language where T 
nice plople These^ thera, and theV have turned out to be 
t oK ame characters who have told me what 
Lvh°Hld ^ d°ln§’ and yet these are the same people who 
say Hey how are you doing?" ^ 
To a Puerto Rican boy who was wearing a bandana, she said: 
"Carlos—got another headache?" 
Carlos: It's a bandana. 
Margaret:Lfeigning surprise] Oh. 
Clearly she enjoyed the opportunity to tease Carlos about his 
deviation from the norm of how students should dress. 
Without investigating what students felt about the way 
they were addressed in their classes it is impossible to 
assess the impact of this ironic approach on them. However, 
since it might be assumed that because they were low-tracked 
students their self-images as students were not likely to be 
strong, they may well have absorbed a negative judgment 
rather than a joke from some of the remarks made by their 
teachers. It should also be noted with reference to Margaret, 
that she had an even "lower" group than the students to whom 
she was speaking in the above extracts. Her descriptions of 
her approach to this lower group suggested that she took a 
more protective, and perhaps indulgent approach with them 
than she did with the more "middle of the road" group 
represented above. However, as the following description of 
her role in her "low, low" group suggests, she was certainly 
very aware of their inadequacies as students: 
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witJwhJ!! Cvapt£r aloud* You have to read the chapter 
with them. You have to stop--there's a problem of 
vou11^^^1011^ thera's a problem of comprehension, and 
you have to stop and explain. And they work on their 
sheets, and the two of us are like rabbits going 
desk to desk. 6 6 
work 
from 
It would have been valuable to have seen whether she 
communicated her awareness of these deficiencies to the 
students in the classroom. But observing her teaching this 
group was difficult to fit into the design of my study 
because Margaret "team taught" it with another teacher, 
thereby making my observation task rather more complex than I 
had planned. 
In general, participants' distant relationship to 
students' adolescent, working-class or minority culture was 
often suggested by an ironic tone in their references to it. 
It is true that some participants liked to ask the students 
questions about themselves and their way of life; however, 
there was an implication in these discussions of the great 
distances between the students' world and that of the 
participants. As was noted in chapter 5, participants' 
interactions with minority students revealed a lack of 
knowledge of their culture. Here Marjorie was inquiring about 
her black students' interest in rhyming: 
Marjorie: Are you rhyming this weekend? Do you have an 
engagement? 
Student: I'm having a rhyming attack. I just rhyme all 
the time. 
Marjorie: I thought you might get together and rhyme. 
Student: We had a rhyming group but we broke up. 
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In the following extract Rosemary was asking students about 
whether students were "wilder" these days than they used to 
be: 
Rosemery-. Are you one of these kids who have become 
wilder^ ... If you give an honest appraisal of yourself 
would you fit into that statement? Anyone into drugs or 
booze. How many kids do you know who are fifteen years 
old who are pregnant? ... When I was in school the girl 
would go to reform school, the boy would go to reform 
school. Or even if she had a child out of wedlock ... 
Student: What's wedlock? 
Again in this exchange Rosemary and her students were very 
removed from each other in both language and cultural terms. 
Curriculum and Pedagogy 
Just as participants' relationship with students was 
manifested in the tone of their classroom language, 
participants' ideas about appropriate curriculum and pedagogy 
for these students were vividly illustrated in their 
classroom activities. In keeping with her dedication to the 
traditional program Mary's curriculum was basically the same 
in her high- and low-tracked groups. She liked to get through 
the same material in each group, and for individuals in the 
classes to work at the same rate: 
Now if we all started at the same time we'd all finish 
at the same time.... 
There's no reason for some of us to be on number seven, 
and some of us not to have started. 
Her instructions to students revealed her efforts to achieve 
this goal: "So read the two sheets. On your papers list the 
adverbs, and then stop. Don't do anything after that." In 
accordance with the traditional nature of her program she 
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stressed memorization of material, and despite the conviction 
stated during her interviews that "They do no homework 
period" she habitually set homework for students to do, and 
struggled to make sure they did it: "I want these notes 
learned... I want fifteen or twenty minutes studying these 
notes. If necessary we'll go right around the room to see who 
knows it." Moreover, in line with her belief that her role 
was primarily an academic one, she maintained a brisk, 
business-like manner in class and did not spend a great deal 
of class time interacting with students on other matters. 
Andrea followed a similar pattern in her relationship 
with her classes. In her case, although she was aware that 
the habit was dulling both for herself and the students, her 
disappointment that "the students weren't interested in 
learning what I was interested in teaching" had led her to 
fall into the practice of "All right, read this story." Hence 
during the time I observed her she was attempting "to kill" 
the end of the year, as she somewhat shamefacedly described 
it, by having the students analyze each of the stories they 
had studied that semester in terms of plot, character, 
setting, and conflict. This activity was not without point 
since it was a way of preparing for the end-of-year exam they 
were having. However as she put it: "I don't really think in 
terms of how can I make them enjoy learning this." So in this 
case the sequence of lessons became repetitive and 
potentially boring. Students "did" plot the first day, she 
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went round and checked them; the following day they did 
character, and so on. When a student returned from being 
absent she was able to say to her: 
JKnny^ you'r? finally back- Everything's still on 
the board--vocabulary, plot development, character 
development we ve worked on this last week. I'm going to 
be coming around and checking again your paragraphs on 
plot development, character development. Yesterday we 
were working on the major characters in the five 
stories.... 
She reflected that the problem with her teaching was not so 
much the difficulties posed by the students but that she was 
"bored." This does not seem surprising given the routine of 
her classes. 
In keeping with Andrea's feeling that she could not be a 
mother or mentor to the students because "I'm not trained for 
it," there was limited personal interaction between herself 
and the students. Interestingly, however, on the few 
occasions when she did converse with the students on topics 
apart from their academic work, she was much more animated 
than usual. On this occasion she was discussing the students' 
yearbook with them. A student had initiated the conversation: 
Student: How much profit do they make on the yearbook? 
Andrea: It's really expensive to print. They don't make 
a profit on it. 
Student: No? 
Andrea: No it's incredibly expensive-- 
Student: Yes I know by the time we see it.... 
Andrea: The only way that you're going to bring that 
price down is by getting advertising; OK?--like other 
schools do, where you go out and you get companies to 
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donate 25 dollars, or whatever to your book 
have their name at the back of the book. I 
idea.... [unintelligible] 
, and you 
have no 
Student: That's a good idea. 
Andrea: I think it's a really good idea--all right? I 
suggested that in the tenth grade ... 8 
It seems from this kind of exchange that she was as relieved 
as the students to have moved away from what they were 
'supposed to be doing.' Andrea said during her interviews 
that she felt: "You cannot make exceptions for them because 
they're black or Puerto Rican and their lives are going to be 
tougher. Her curriculum embodied this conviction in that it 
bore no evidence of the fact that a significant proportion of 
her class was from minority backgrounds. (In one of her 
classes she had eight white students and six students of 
minority background, and in the other the proportions were 
similar.) During the two weeks in which I observed her 
classes there were no references to minority issues or 
culture. Also conspicuous in its absence was any material to 
do with Andrea's special interest in Women's Studies--Andrea 
had originally hoped "to go into schools and design programs 
for Women's Studies." But as she stated: "It's hard to bring 
it in because you can't get any money. You have to use the 
books that are already here, getting things printed is 
expensive and time consuming." 
Andrea's minimal view of the possibilities of her role 
with the students was evident in the way the curriculum was 
presented in her classes. The work became more a kind of 
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business contract between herself and the students than a 
potentially satisfying activity for either of them: 
(A) 
Andrea: Jenny three days worth of work please 
(B) 
Student (1): Do you want us to write that in the book 
report? I don't know what you told us to do. I wasn't 
here those days-- 
Andrea: You just--you write a paragragh that describes 
the kind of person he was-- 
Student(l): You see I'm sort of ... 
Andrea: All right in the second section focus on the 
major accomplishments.... And then blank blank was a 
blank blank kind of a person, and then give examples to 
show what kind of a person--OK? 
Student(2): It will be one sheet for-- 
Andrea: Shane sit down please. Sit down Jill, Marcia. 
Student(2): It will be one sheet for each thing. 
Andrea: It will be half a page—half a sheet so that 
will be--one side would be a page. You want half a 
page.... 
Student(2): So a plot summary for each one--one page 
right? 
Andrea: Right. This will come out one and a half pages 
total-- a half, a half, a half. Yeah you put one under 
the other sure. 
Her ways of presenting material were clear and efficient 
but showed few signs of attempts to motivate the students. 
She felt that the students lacked the control, and she the 
expertise, for discussions. During the observation period the 
format of the class was largely the same each day: she gave 
the students work to do while she walked around the classroom 
checking what they did. The only variations were 
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question-and-answer sessions conducted at intervals during 
the classes. As she explained it: 
it The students are limited academically which ... makes 
a lot easier to fall back on the traditional type of 
teaching. They re so used to the traditional type of 
teaching, you spend so much time explaining how you want 
to do it after a while you just give up. 
Andrea s patterns of curriculum and pedagogy were 
repeated in the teaching practice of a number of the 
participants. The low-level classes of Mary, Marjorie, and to 
some extent Margaret consisted of the most "basic" 
curriculum, a diluted version of the traditional course they 
would present in their top academic groups. They did similar 
spelling and grammar exercises in both groups but had little 
time in the lower tracks for the literature and creative 
writing that they did in the upper level groups. Comparing 
Marjorie's curriculum in her higher and lower groups 
highlights the way in which she reduced what she did for the 
lower group. While I was observing her, Marjorie was teaching 
vocabulary in the 8/10 class: "a-b-l-e" and "i-b-l-e" words. 
During the same time the top group was writing sensory 
descriptions, concentrating on learning how to use adjectives 
well. The curriculum in the 8/10 class was remedial as well 
as reduced. In contrast to the 8/1 class, in the 8/10's one 
of the preoccupations of the curriculum was correction of the 
students' language. Hence the students did exercises designed 
to improve their grammar: 
(A) 
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Students are using the principal parts of verbs in 
sentences. The next word is "break". 
Ace: My pencil cannot be broke. 
Marjorie thinks she hasn't heard correctly. 
Marjorie: Ace, give me your sentence for broke. 
Ace: I did. My pencil cannot be broke. 
Marjorie: Oh, it has to be broken. 
He misunderstands what is wrong. 
Ace : My pencil can't be broke. 
Marjorie: It has to be broken still. Sorry about that. 
(B) 
Student: Is brang right? 
Marjorie: No, there's no such thing as brang, so think 
very carefully. There's no such thing as brang or brung. 
It s like thought. No there's no such thing--brang and 
brung are not in the English language. Only in the way 
you talk, but not in the English language. 
Student: Bring, brought. 
Marjorie: Right so it's bring, brought, brought. 
Moreover, unlike the relatively harmonious relationship that 
prevailed in the top-level classroom, in the 8/10 class the 
presentation of material took place in the midst of 
considerable argumentation between herself and the students 
about what the students were supposed to be doing: 
Marjorie: After lunch don't forget you will retake the 
vocabulary test that you took on Friday. 
Students: What vocabulary? 
Marjorie: You will be taking the vocabulary test that 
you took on Friday. It's on page 579. 
Students: 579? 
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s?uiyrthem!°U W6re SUpt>OSed t0 take y°ur P^ers home to 
ThereMiS • l0!"S °f "-hatter as she gives out the books. 
Marjorie: All right turn to lesson 33--105. Paee 105. 
Ace, you were gone too long, you have time to make up. 
Student asks her for permission to go to the school nurse 
Marjorie: Yeah. I don’t think she’s there but you can 20 
down to the nurse to get something. 105. 105. Notice 
that these words are suffixes. Leave Van. 
Van: For what? 
Marjorie: Because you are interrupting me when I’m 
saying something-- 
Van: I didn't interrupt. I didn't say nothing. 
Marjorie: What page are we on please? 
Van: I don't know what page? You didn't tell-- 
Marjorie: If you ... (.unintelligible] Go on, sit on the 
stairs. Do your work there. 
Van: [to another student (female)J Get me in trouble. 
Get her out of here [He refers to the student and argues 
as he leaves.] 
Marjorie: Notice that the words are the "able" and 
"ible" suffixes. Therefore you're not going to be able 
to tell from the pronunciation. You're going to have to 
know what suffix to use. Let's look over the words 
please and then if you have any question--number one, 
breakable, number two comfortable ... You be still 
Junior. Notice the last two words keep the "e".... Any 
questions on the words. Simon? LStudent does not have a 
question] All right turn to page 106. 
Marjorie mentioned in her interviews that she had tried to 
incorporate the students' extracurricular language talents: 
their ability to "crack" and "rhyme," into the curriculum. 
She found, however, that in practice it was difficult to get 
the students involved in such an activity; it seemed they 
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preferred to keep these aspects of themselves out of the 
official curriculum. 
This kind of attempt was indicative of Marjorie's 
relationship with her work. She was aware of alternative ways 
to approach her low-level students, but felt that the 
problems endemic to her situation were such that change was 
seldom successful. Because of her interest in changing the 
traditional pattern, Marjorie fell between the two groups of 
Participants I have identified. She had hopes of connecting 
in more satisfying ways with the students in her lower 
groups. However, as her classroom activities indicated, she 
found she usually settled for much less than she would have 
liked: "I'm not much of a dreamer. I'm more realistic than 
that. You do so much, and yet there's still so many 
problems." 
As argued in discussing participants' views of 
curriculum, some participants were more optimistic in their 
view of what it was possible to do in their lower-level 
groups than Marjorie was. This was evident in the range of 
activities which they attempted with these students. Gillian, 
for instance, did the same reading and writing program with 
her 8/16's as she did with her 8/1's. Hence the 8/16's read 
The Yearling and kept a writing journal as did the 8/1's. It 
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is true that in interviews she admitted she did scale down 
her curriculum somewhat for the lower-level students: 
Sometimes the lower division will get a different essay 
test.... In the higher division I can get into the * 
psychological reasons for a character's behavior—deeper 
Stuff. In the lower [group] I can still talk about P 
personality and character but not to the same depth. 
Compared with some of the other participants her curriculum 
at this level was far from limited. Rather than taking a 
minimalist approach to her lower groups her teaching showed 
evidence of greater flexibility with these students than with 
higher groups. As she said about the issue, in her low- 
level classes she was more willing to pursue interests of the 
students when they occurred, although she also was very aware 
of their potential for acting out their frustrations with 
school and ready to be controlling. "In the 8/16’s I'm more 
ready to be strict, and more ready to lighten up. I take time 
out with them more often, spend a lot of time with each kid." 
While she did not pursue intellectual matters as often with 
the 8/16's as she did with the 8/1's, she did try to pursue 
their interests. The following interaction was characteristic 
of the kind of extempore exchanges which she often had with 
her low group, as a way of involving them more in the class 
activities: 
Gillian: This paragraph is about bicycles. Raise your 
hand if you have a bicycle ... you lucky people who have 
bicycles. 
Later, after they have finished dealing with the paragraph: 
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Ivwen1t twenty five miles on my bicycle on 
aturday. You know what gave me the most pain--my neck 
I went round the Ballarat Range. y * 
Student(l): I've been there-- 
Student(2): Did you have pads on? 
certain*places? McyClinS shorts and there were pads in 
Student: Do you live near there? 
Gillian: Yes. 
Student: So how did you get back? You rode back? 
Gillian: I rode from my house to my house.LShe mentions 
name of her town] 
Student: Ain t there a show like that [the name of her 
town] ? 
Gillian: A show? 
Student(l): Yeah a show. 
Student(2): Yeah. |_Student(2) supplies name of the 
program.J 
Gillian: The only time I got off was when I dropped my 
water bottle. 
One student continues to ask her questions about her water 
bottle. Another student teases him for his curiosity. The 
first student protests: 
Student: He acts like I don't know anything. Some people 
wouldn't need no water. 
Gillian: On a trip like that you need water--you get 
wicked thirsty. We're up to number five. 
In this exchange Gillian involved the students in the class 
by relating the subject matter to themselves, and by 
recounting an anecdote about herself. One can see, however, 
that she was the most controlling member of the discussion 
group, pursuing the issue of bicycles that she originally 
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raised rather than the television show which one of her 
students appeared interested in discussing. Her role in this 
class was in the traditional mold in which the teacher is the 
dominant figure in the classroom. There were differences 
however, between her approach and that of the participants 
discussed earlier, in that she behaved in a more protective 
way towards her lower group than participants like Mary and 
Marjorie felt able to do. The tone of her interactions with 
group of students was rather more gentle than it was in 
the upper groups. She took things at a slower pace, giving 
more encouragement. As she put it, "The lower division need 
the praise, the strokes." 
Student makes an error in reading. 
Gillian: What clan is it? 
Student: Baxter. 
Gillian: Baker. 
Student: What did you say? 
Gillian: Look carefully again--not Baxter but-- 
Student: Baker. 
Later, to a student who has just answered a question: 
Gillian: That's OK. That'sone way of doing that too. 
Anyone got a different answer.... Good, very good. 
Remember you don't have to have exactly the same. We all 
write differently. 
This less demanding approach she saw as necessary for 
students who had had poor experiences in the school system. 
As I have argued in discussing participants' views of 
their roles, participants like Gillian were not wary of 
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becoming friendly, even motherly towards the students. It 
should be noted however, that in observing Gillian's classes 
the danger of this very protective approach was obvious (a 
danger of which she was conscious but was unsure how to deal 
with). This was the danger of her not expecting enough 
academically of the lower level students. At times it seemed 
that she was nursing them through the material in ways which 
seemed overly cautious. The Hispanic students in the class 
had language problems which left them hesitant and fearful to 
speak in the classroom, yet in in other contexts they had 
considerable language skills. The grammar and vocabulary 
exercises which Gillian felt obliged to spend time on did not 
seem to bring these skills into the classroom. Moreover it 
has been found that there is very little carry-over between 
the doing of such exercises and students' actual production 
of language (Smith, 1982). More useful is the teaching of 
these skills in relation to what the students write. More 
than most of the participants Gillian endeavored to let her 
students express themselves through English. She tried to 
make her curriculum relevant to the students, allowing them 
to write on things that they chose rather than on prescribed 
topics. Such an approach has more chance of involving 
students in their writing than the traditional school 
compositions. However, out of what appeared to be a sense of 
obligation to do what English teachers are supposed to do, 
she interrupted her writing program with more traditional 
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work. It seemed that the writing program would have been 
moree beneficial to the students. Despite these 
qualifications, Gillian, like Christine and Rosemary, placed 
her emphasis on student creativity. Where possible these 
participants conducted individualized programs with students 
which gave them time to interact with individual students 
about their work and other matters. As well as discussing 
their writing with them, Christine chatted with students 
about their general welfare. In her interviews Christine 
spoke of feeling like a "gigantic mother” to her students, 
and this does seem an accurate description of the role she 
took with her students. For instance she took it upon herself 
to worry about the students' attendance records: "Carlos, 
please, please watch your attendance. I think you're starting 
to slide. I don't want to see that." 
Christine: The principal is looking for students who 
have had perfect attendance all year. Jim? [She looks at 
Jim, he nods.] You have? Congratulations. Does your 
homeroom teacher know? 
Later. 
Christine: Just in case your home room teacher doesn't 
know I'll send that down. [She writes a note.] You 
deserve something for perfect attendance. 
And she got involved in their future plans. Here she was 
pushing a student towards applying for the Upward Bound 
program: 
Christine: Carlos, Upward Bound for this summer for you. 
Is that a sure thing?.... It's not a sure thing yet?.... 
Good chance? 
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Carlos: I got my application last week—it's a 
preapplication you know. 
Christine: How come you took so long to do that? 
Carlos explains. 
Christine: Did I write a recommendation for you? 
Carlos: No. 
Christine: I wrote one for some of the others, filled 
a form saying they were good in class. 
In these instances she showed her desire to be involved in 
the students' lives in ways which went beyond an academic 
role. However this approach held the possibility of her 
classes’ degenerating into talk sessions rather than being 
in 
concentrated on the curriculum matters in hand. This occurred 
a number of times during the observation period. 
Rosemary also took a broad view of her teaching role. 
Motivated by her sense that the students' backgrounds did not 
give them sufficient "moral or ethical" training, Rosemary 
undertook to offer them advice on such issues. Unlike 
Christine she managed to integrate her concern with the 
students' general welfare into her curriculum. In this case 
she had asked students to write a poem called "A Pencil and 
an Eraser," an activity which was an opportunity to share her 
ideas about life with her ninth-grade class: 
If you make a mistake in life can you erase it? Think of 
it this way, first you have a pencil, contains lead.... 
These are the things you use to draw with.... You can 
draw people into your life.... If you make a mistake in 
life you can't always erase ... the mistakes that you 
make. But you don't have to make the same mistakes 
again. You can avoid them. It's just like if you're 
writing a paper.... [She explains that you can avoid 
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using a word you don't know how to spell.I If you do 
soraethlng really, really bad you might e^se it for all 
rakh PrLpU??°SfeS’ bUt Where Wil1 U remain?.... You lght erase it from your consciousness but it will 
remain somewhere in your heart. 
Unlike many of the other participants, Rosemary was not 
overly conscious of the students' difficulties with English. 
She addressed her students in language which showed no 
evidence that she considered them incapable as students: 
I think before you put it Lyour idea] into poetic form 
if you re going to deal with a philosophical concept 
like this write down your ideas prosaically first so you 
know exactly how you're going to use the analogy. 
Rosemary's more accepting attitude to the students was also 
manifested in her willingness to explore the students' 
culture and language. In these excerpts she used the 
students' language as a way of exploring language and poetry: 
(A) 
Students are suggesting adjectives defining size. A 
student says "dinky": 
Rosemary: All right Ellen you said it. What does "dinky" 
mean? 
Ellen: It just came out. 
Rosemary: That's a dinky thought Ellen. It doesn't sound 
like a flattering word. How would you use it? ... Words 
are meaningless until you give a meaning to them. 
Students make suggestions about how it's used. For example: 
"dinky car." 
Rosemary: Dinky desks? Well that's good alliteration 
anyways.... What would a dinky dog look like? 
Student says puny. 
Rosemary: OK dinky equals puny. |_She writes this on the 
board] What does dinky mean? 
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Student: Real, real small. 
Student: Microscopic. 
Rosemary: All right. 
Students keep making suggestions. 
Rosemary: You're getting very silly and I don't 
appreciate it. [.Students continue.] You're getting 
carried away. We have a word here that we can play with. 
Students giggle. 
Rosemary to female student: Go sit out in the hall. 
[.Student goes protesting.].... To say microscopic is not 
sufficient. 
A little later in the class using some student contributions 
and some of her own ideas she writes on the board: 




Rosemary: Is that a poem? 
Students say yes. She gets them to say why. 
Rosemary: What does it have that makes it a poem? 
Student: Rhythm. 
Student: Alliteration. 
Rosemary writes a sentence on the board. 
Rosemary: That's not poetry? What do we have to use to 
write poetry? If you say a pen or a pencil I'll kill 
you. What does poetry consist of? 
Student: Thoughts. 
Student: Emotions. 
No one gives her what she wants. 
Rosemary: You must have had a rough weekend. What do you 
use to write poetry? [Eventually she writes down her 
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answer: "words", 
you use to write 
Students: Words. 
Say it. [Students 
poetry? 
repeat it.] What do 
Rosemary: This is a word. [She writes 
on the board. [Students laugh.] the word "idiots" 
(B) 
Rosemary: I want a description of David Bowie. Think 
before you tell me. 
Students respond. 
Rosemary: Let's put some of these on the board: wild 
weird, goofy--goofy. I'd like to be that goofy, have’the 
money he throws away. I want you to raise your hand on 
this. What does wild mean to you? 
Students answer. 
Rosemary: Acting crazy--you don't know what you're 
doing. What animal ... ? 
Student: A mouse. 
Rosemary: A mouse is a wild animal? 
Student: A tiger. 
Rosemary: Don't misconstrue untamed with wild. Who said 
David Bowie was wild? I want you to write this word 
down--frenetic. That's a good three syllable word. 
These passages are interesting because they illustrate the 
relationship which Rosemary had with her jl'rban students, one 
which I think is suggestive of the way the innovative group 
as a whole related to their students from low-income or 
minority backgrounds. She was willing to take an interest in 
the students' culture, and she clearly felt to do so was a 
useful teaching tool. However she, like Gillian in the 
bicycle discussion, felt the need to keep control over the 
students' contributions, and make sure the class moved in the 
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direction she wanted. The students too were somewhat divided 
in the role they adopted: they partly responded to Rosemary's 
invitation to contribute to the discussion, and partly 
refused to cooperate by not treating the task seriously. 
Their divided behavior may well have been a response to 
Rosemary's own ambivalence about them. She believed that just 
because they were inner-city students did not mean they could 
not learn. She certainly believed in the students' 
creativity, and trusted that, with encouragement, their 
language skills were sufficient for them to express 
themselves poetically. But she also lamented what she saw as 
the poverty of their culture, and felt it was her 
responsibility to teach as much as she could of traditional 
values, including the traditional English program. Hence she 
was reluctant to let discussions go too far in the direction 
the students suggested. It seemed in observing her that in 
doing this she sometimes cut off the students when they were 
becoming involved in discussions. It seemed that both she and 
Gillian shared the (reasonable) assumption that the students 
needed a lot of guidance and this seemed at times to mean 
that they played an overly controlling role in discussions. 
In the following exchanges she showed this tendency to want 
to dominate the students' contributions: 
(A) 
Rosemary: All right you've got to change this word. [.She 
reads poem aloud.J Rhythm is wrong.... All right I'm 
going to have to work with you on this. You have it in 




is more importan 
important element. 
thought a poem was supposed to have rhyme. 
they re not supposed to have rhyme. Rhythm 
tant than rhyme. Rhyme is the least 
(B) 
Rosemary: You don't use punctuation here. 
Student: I don't? 
Rosemary: [She reads student's poem.J All right you all 
screwed this up again. Where's the other paper. Let me 
see. [She looks at earlier draft.] You were supposed to 
put lines for me--this is all one line here. [She counts 
syllables.] I would cut out "big red" here, all risht 
[She counts.] OK? 6 * 
Student says yes. 
She seemed torn between treating the students as serious 
students and becoming frustrated with the contributions they 
made. Her ambivalence towards the students is characteristic 
of all the participants, even those who were relatively 
accepting of the students. It was there in Christine's 
writing program which was founded on the belief that the 
students should be able to express themselves freely. Yet 
this program also placed a great deal of emphasis on the 
maintenance of certain standards of composition writing. 
Often these standards occupied Christine's attention more 
than the content of the students' writing. The following is 
an indication of the kind of comments she made to students 
about their stories: 
You have the right idea--make something happen. Don't 
start this is a ... . 
Good start. Don't forget paragraghs. 
I want you to make your sentences a little longer. 
Everything is short, little choppy sentences. 
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Here although she tried to be positive about what the 
students achieved, the force of her comments was more on the 
problems with the students' writing, and with advice as to 
how to reach "proper" standards of correctness, than with 
accepting what hey did. In observing her class it was 
disturbing to see the ways in which her dwelling on the 
negative aspects of the students' work, at times at the 
expence of discussing the students' achievements, seemed to 
stifle communication between herself and her students. There 
is considerable evidence in the research on writing 
development that making students highly conscious of their 
errors only inhibits the process of risk-taking that is 
essential to improvement (Perl, 1979, p. 334). Students begin 
to improve when they write a great deal and lower level 
students notoriously do not write much because of their fear 
of being wrong. Standards of correctness cannot be ignored 
altogether; an ability to write according to generally 
accepted standards is necessary for all students to learn. 
However, participants' belief that students would improve 
their skills by immediately being shown the "right" way goes 
against the evidence of how students learn (Graves, 1983). 
Correction is more effective after students' confidence in 
being able to say what they want has developed. Before they 
criticize students' work teachers need to be aware of what 
students are capable of absorbing without their confidence 
being damaged. 
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Another way in which it seemed participants limited 
students' creativity was by grading so extensively. As noted 
in the last chapter, with the exception of Gillian, 
participants did not allow students to write without the 
expectation of a grade. This put the emphasis on the 
standards which students did or did not reach rather than on 
the content of their writing. It also made the teacher into a 
judge rather than someone who responded to what students 
said. Again the problem of standards cannot be ignored 
altogether. However, in school systems which were always 
quantifying students' achievements it would have been 
valuable at times to take the emphasis from grades onto 
issues more pertinent to what students wrote. Although 
students in participants’ low-level classes often behaved as 
though they did not care about their grades it was clear that 
their indifference was largely a product of defensiveness 
about their usual poor grades. For these students a relief 
from grading, if it was accompanied by attentiveness to the 
content of their work, would have been beneficial. 
In suggesting that there are ways in which participants 
might have connected more successfully with the students' 
needs it is important to note that such alternatives, even if 
participants were aware of them, would not have been easy to 
implement in the conservative context of the school system. 
Moreover participants' socialization had not prepared them to 
be innovators. In chapter 8 I will explore the commonalities 
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of experience among the group which shaped their tendency to 
remain conservative in their approach to educational issues. 
Before this, in chapter 7, I will explore the background to 
the split between the more conservative and the more 
innovative participants. I will do this first by looking 
generally at the experiences of the group of participants to 
see what factors of background and present context might 
differentiate conservative from innovative participants. 
Then I will look in detail at the experience of two 
Participants, Mary and Christine, in order to understand the 
sources of their diverging perspectives. 
CHAPTER VII 
TRADITIONAL AND CONSERVATIVE: 
TWO TEACHERS' RESPONSES TO TEACHING 
IN AN URBAN CONTEXT 
It has been argued that there was a division among 
participants as to how to respond to students in this 
context. I have looked at this split both through analysis of 
participants' perceptions of their role and by looking at the 
way they carried out this role. In this chapter I want to 
look at the experience of teaching in this context from a 
different perspective--by analyzing in detail how two of the 
participants interpreted their role. Choosing participants 
who represented different sides of this split between 
conservative and innovative teachers will enable me to 
explore the question of why individual participants chose to 
respond in the way they did. The two portraits will also 
illustrate in more dramatic form the similarities of 
experience among participants in this context. 
Background to Participants' Diverging 
Responses to Students 
In exploring the background to participants' diverging 
reactions to the problem of the students' achievement it 
seems, as was suggested in Chapter 4 when discussing 
participants' past experience, that a crucial element in 
shaping participants' responses to students was their early 
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experience in teaching in this context. Those who reported 
very difficult first years of teaching (Connie, Mary, Andrea, 
and Marjorie) were the same participants who continued to 
feel suspicious of the students. Their curriculum choices 
showed a corresponding unwillingness to adapt to them. Their 
stories suggest that those initial experiences were so 
negative that any energy the participants might have had for 
innovation for the sake of the students was consumed. Their 
own unpreparedness together with the lack of support they 
were given in these initial years made it difficult for them 
to do anything except try to survive. So the profile of Mary 
which follows this introduction shows a teacher who, when 
thrust into a situation for which she was not trained, 
reacted by holding tightly to the mode of teaching with which 
she was familiar. ("They gave us no training of any kind--not 
even an hour.") Marjorie was in a similar position when she 
first began teaching in a city school. At that time she had 
been out of teaching for eleven years, and had been away from 
the United States for some of that time. Moreover her 
previous teaching experience had all been in small towns. 
Hence she felt unprepared for what she encountered when she 
began to teach in an urban context, and had a very hard 
"first five years .... I was not in tune with them. I still 
had very high ideals about what to expect. I could have 
walked into a room where the kids were smoking marijuana and 
I would not have known it" (Marjorie). Six years later she 
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continued to feel pessimistic about what it was possible to 
teach the students. Her uncertainties had not encouraged her 
to experiment in terms of curriculum, and she maintained a 
very traditional curriculum with them. 
Andrea s was a similar case of feeling unprepared for 
teaching. She particularly mentioned her teacher-education 
program as inadequate:. 
If I had done my student teaching under somebody I 
considered a mentor it would have been different. [ 
During student teaching I was involved ] in a real neat 
waiting program from the university, except there were 
eighteen students, six graduate students and the 
professor. Try to do that with twenty-five students when 
you re on your own. To this day I feel frustrated that I 
was never properly prepared. It wasn't what I 
expected--no one to help me. To this day I wonder if 
there are things I don't know how to do. 
In general, participants did not mention their teacher- 
education programs as being helpful in preparing them for 
teaching in this context. Like Mary, most dismissed their 
education courses and like her believed that: "You can 
only really learn to teach by doing it--by experience, 
sometimes bitter experience." Although many of them reported 
enjoying practice teaching, they often did this in very 
different school contexts from that which they later 
encountered. 
It seems that the effect of being unprepared in the case 
of many participants was to throw them back on the only 
teaching patterns they knew. Sally, a participant who fell 
between the conservative and innovative participants in terms 
of response to students, spoke of feeling at the beginning of 
her teaching career that she had few alternatives but to 
179 
teach like the strict, traditional teachers she had when she 
was young. Only greater experience allowed her to abandon 
this model: 
I think I was too strong a disciplinarian that first 
year. I wanted to start out right. I tried to mold 
myself after them [the domineering teachers in 
elementary school]. It really didn't work for me. 
Looking at the participants who had easier times at the 
beginning of their careers, it seems that a factor which was 
important in bringing about this more positive experience was 
that these participants had had more varied experience before 
coming to teach in an urban context. Such experience gave 
them something more to fall back on when they encountered the 
challenges of teaching students who were very different from 
those they were used to. Christine, largely because of her 
experiences in Peace Corps, was much less shocked by having 
to teach students of different cultures than Mary or 
Marjorie. Similarly Rosemary had a wide variety of 
experiences in many fields, including nursing, the airforce, 
and teaching in other areas, by the time she came to teach in 
a context where the students were from low-income and 
minority backgrounds. Margaret and Gillian too, it seems, 
were helped by having a more diverse working background than 
participants like Connie and Andrea who came to teach in the 
city immediately after college: Margaret had worked in a 
number of schools before returning to teaching in a school 
with a high-minority population, and Gillian was a 
participant who did not come straight from college to teach. 
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Apart from this difference in the degree of experience 
which participants had in coming to teaching, it is difficult 
to generalize about the factors which brought participants to 
adopt a more or a less traditional approach to students. As I 
have noted in Chapter 4, all the participants had received a 
similarly traditional upbringing and education. None of them 
had significant experience with more liberal views of 
education. Nor can the variations in participants' attitudes 
to students be easily accounted for in terms of the context 
in which they found themselves. Participants like Christine 
and Rosemary and Gillian were relatively innovative in school 
contexts which were just as dominated by the traditional 
program as the schools of the other participants. Andrea 
taught a very traditional course in the same school as 
Rosemary who felt free to spend several weeks doing only 
creative writing. In fact, as has been argued, the contexts 
in which participants worked were remarkable for the 
similarity of their assumptions about students and 
curriculum. The view of students which the schools embodied 
was based on the assumptions that students should achieve 
well in the college-oriented program, and judged the students 
in the lower groups as not as good as the students in the 
higher levels. Furthermore the schools did not encourage 
questioning of these traditional values; on the contrary in a 
number of ways schools worked to maintain the status quo and 
discouraged teachers from deviating from the traditional 
model. 
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Since these other factors do not adequately account for 
participants' diverging responses to their role in this 
context, in order to identify the factors which pushed 
individual participants in one direction or the other in 
terms of approach to students it will be useful to look in 
detail at individual participants' past experience and 
present circumstances. The case studies of Mary and Christine 
which are part of this chapter are attempts to do this. Their 
histories illustrate divergent responses to teaching in this 
context: Mary s story shows her highly traditional approach, 
and Christine's demontrates the adoption of a program 
especially designed for the low-level students, one which had 
somewhat different goals from the traditional college- 
oriented program. The case studies also show the important 
similarities in participants' approaches to teaching in this 
context, an issue which will be looked at in more depth in 
chapter 8. 
Profile of Mary 
The following is a profile of Mary composed in her own 
words. Mary was a participant who returned to her old school, 
in her case her junior high school, when she began teaching. 
At the time I interviewed her she had been teaching English 
and Latin at Footscray Junior High School for seventeen 
years. Her husband also taught at the school. Following the 
profile is an analysis of Mary's characteristics as a 
teacher. A profile and analysis of Christine comes after this 
case study. In making these analyses of participants' 
approaches to their work I have used material both from the 
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interviews with them and the data collected during the field 
observations. 
We lived in a housing project. My father was deaf, [butl 
he had a good 30b. There were problems because of that, and 
my grandmother who was elderly and an invalid lived with us 
so my mother never worked. She cared for her. Gradually his 
condition worsened and worsened. He couldn't drive We 
couldn t really have a car until my brother was sixteen. He 
always read to us a lot—lives of the saints. He had a series 
of stories about the leprechauns and the saints that he would 
tell us each night. [My mother] was smart. She could sew 
beautifully, could do arithmetic in her head, almost 
anything. She was a very good cook. She was good at English 
and Latin, and she took Greek and mastered it very well. 
, » j^ t^ree us as we were growing up if we made mistakes 
she d grab you by the neck, and sit you down in a chair and 
Lyou wouldJ write it ten or twelve times till you got it 
right. My father was always the type, if you were reading a 
book, and you put it down and walked away he'd grab the book. 
He did most of the English major with me. 
My father and mother were determined from when we were 
born that the three of us were going to college. So there was 
a lot of strain to achieve. I always got murdered for the low 
math marks. I'd come home with just about straight A's in 
everything else, and a C in math, and I got murdered for the 
math all the time. I was never very good at math, probably 
because I'd got a poor background, was unmotivated. 
If I got a C he locked me up because he thought I could do 
better. [I was used to] doing something over and over until I 
was convinced it was perfect, never being satisfied with 
ninety-two, being mad at yourself because you lost the eight- 
points. I think I was first taken to my future college in the 
ninth grade, to check it all out, to see how I liked it. 
I've gone through the local school system. I went to the 
school I'm teaching at, so did my husband. It was really in 
the fifth grade that I decided to become a teacher. We had to 
write compositions for Flag Day, and I had a talent for 
writing. There was another girl in the room who was the 
teachers' pet, and her composition was chosen. On the day 
before the big Flag Day assembly the teacher had her read her 
composition to the class, and the last two paragraphs were 
mine. I raised my hand and asked why. She said We thought 
you should help Anne out." I can remember going home and 
crying my eyes out. I guess it was my first encounter with 
injustice--probably because of economics. I think peoples' 
addresses had a lot to do with the situation. I don't think I 
ever questioned much after fifth grade that I would go into 
teaching. 
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1-hP rJn °thj had an elder sister who was my godmother. From 
1 WaS k?™,1 was encouraged to use her as a role 
model. She was an English teacher. All my mother's relatives 
were very elated people-English teachers or Latin teachers 
or librarians. When I was as young as seven or eight she 
began taking me to her book clubs so I could be introduced to 
the authors that her circle knew about. While she was dying 
her vision went. I was the person hired who would go and read 
to her, particularly Saint Augustine's Confessions. 
We had a reading club in fourth grade. I read Little 
^omen eleven and a half times which was the record for all 
the girls in the class. The last time I started in the middle 
bec-euse I couldn t take the death of Beth another time. 
Junior high school was composed mainly of wealthy 
students. For those of us who were not wealthy a lot of it 
was a big put down. It was hard to get into the better 
classes. Teachers didn't give you the quality of attention as 
those kids got. We were jealous of their clothes, and all the 
things that they had. We never could get away on 
vacation--see other parts of the country. Until I had a 
friend teaching [down there] I had never seen Cape Cod. I was 
very resentful of that. Had I been exposed to more outside 
school, the process of becoming formally educated would have 
been much easier for me. There was no doubt in my mind that 
the way to catch up on all those people was to get to 
college, making myself better so I could be part of that kind 
of life. 
I don't think school was a problem for us. We understood 
why we were there, and we never bucked the rules. We never 
felt that we were forced to study. You did what you were 
supposed to be doing. There was no struggle to it as there is 
now. It wasn't all that uncommon for us to spend time after 
school or on Saturdays with our teachers. When we got to be 
sophomores there was a program for students that they called 
"Academically Talented," and we were kept kind of secluded. 
The grammar, the English, the paragraph writing were all part 
of the program. It was something I enjoyed a great deal and 
probably benefited from. I don't think the pressure put on us 
to do well, and go to college to make our lives better, hurt 
us. Pressure on a kid to do well is a form of love, a form of 
caring. 
Going to college--I couldn't wait, a whole new world 
opening up. I thought it was thrilling. I don't know that I 
chose it because it was a Catholic college. I would just as 
soon [sic] gone to Smith if I could have afforded it. But the 
place is beautiful, and I knew a lot of people who had gone 
there. It was a tough curriculum, and at that time the ^ 
college was still under the rule of the nuns--you couldn t do 
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anything, 6:30 curfew. I had Latin early in the morning and 
it was the president of the college who taught it. She was 
very old and strict, and we used to sweat it, especially 
w" th0Se sn0wy roads~«e would be petrified at the 
thought of having to interrupt that woman's class. For people 
who were educated in the late sixties we didn't quite make 
the rebellion scene. 
The first two years I lived at home. I didn't care for 
that. Most of my education was loans and scholarships. I 
decided at the end of the sophomore year to take a student 
loan myself that would enable me to live over there. 
Student teaching I loved it. The kids were easy to get 
along with. They were mostly kids from the farms that 
sorrounded there, and they were very pleasant. By the middle 
of my senior year I had three contracts. I figured it was 
easier to stay local. 
[The first year]--hectic, a lot of discipline problems, 
constant detention, a terrible feeling of being incompetent; 
meeting kids who were semi-illiterate for the first time. As 
kids we were in that crazy "Academically Talented" program. 
For a while I taught in the back half of the library, a good 
thirty-five kids crammed in there. It was roasting hot. All 
the bookshelves were sorrounding [sic], filled with books. I 
can remember they took hold of the book shelves and pulled. 
It came down with a norrible crash--very hard. It got better. 
About the eighth or ninth year the city was integrated 
and the junior high started the process. The next year school 
started, except it was a whole new ball game. They gave us no 
training of any kind--not even an hour. Nobody knew what was 
going on. It was total confusion. We had never met kids like 
that. We had no idea what we were doing, how to deal with 
them, what materials to use, how to talk to them. I can 
remember that first year this black kid who would refuse to 
call me by my name. He'd say "Hey you." And finally I [told 
him]: "I'm not going to recognize you unless you stop calling 
me 'Hey you.'" And he said, "OK horse face." I suppose we 
were a little bit uppity being the upper city school where 
all the more advantaged kids went. 
It took us a few years to cope with all those 
changes--the different kinds of family lives, people without 
jobs, the divorce rate. We taught the same things. We had the 
same subjects but it was just that all the tricks of the 
trade never worked anymore. They couldn't read the books that 
we had, and that was astounding. We weren't used to being 
challenged, or downright disregarded. I thought there would 
be an easy feeling with them but there wasn't, because even 
though I was underprivileged economically, [I was] always 
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struggling to better myself and work harder and fix it 
whereas these kids aren't like that. They would just come 
there and sit there day after day and never do a thing. [I 
e some anger , d i sappo in tmen t - - i t becoming so much more 
a burden. It was like an unexpected blow. 
of 
• j6 *?rked darder- We talked together. We planned. We 
tried things. All the after-school activities became during 
school activities because they're so far away they can't stay 
after school. [Before the change] we always had a gang of 
kids hanging around here or at the house, coming with us 
somewhere or taking them somewhere to perform. After the 
change the kids that we had weren't interested in anything 
like that. They don t relate to us as people. We are the 
custodians they deal with every day. 
I think that patriotism and scholastics and a sense of 
community, all these things are interwoven. I think as kids 
we learnt that kind of thing--it was simply our job to go [to 
school], to cooperate, to do the best we could, to better 
ourselves and better the community, and better our own 
families. I don't think they have the faintest idea what any 
of that is all about. I think they'd laugh at you if you 
tried to talk to them about it. They don?t strive to better 
themselves. They don't have any of that challenge. They don't 
care if they get a job. They can always go on welfare. [They] 
care about being comfortable, having a good time, parties. 
They're not very happy. I think it's a confusion problem. 
I don't think they know what they're doing in this school, 
what they're supposed to accomplish. The parents don't pay 
enough attention to them. This may be a lot of why they^re 
unmotivated--at a very young age left on their own. Too much 
rushing, mother working eight till five, too much difficulty 
in trying to keep up with economics beyond what is necessary. 
We're dealing with the children of the flower children. They 
regard the United States as a rotten place. Consequently 
their children have not been given any patriotic sense. I 
don't see how the kids can be blamed. They're victims. You 
can blame their parents a lot of them. 
The minority kids are simple to diagnose. The parents 
have never had any education, haven't the faintest idea what 
it's all about, feel completely intimidated by the school. 
They turn off. [The Hispanic girls] have babies and drop out, 
the brightest girl I ever taught [was Hispanic]. She dropped 
out and had a baby. 
Lin my class right now] Mary Lou and Sally--just not rule 
people. They simply do not do what they are told. They come 
in consistently everyday nine-thirty, quarter of ten,^and if 
you ask them why they're late they sass you. They don t dress 
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well but how much of that i <5 wi 1 l f.,i u u • 
part rather than having no alternative t , . eir 
sympathy "?£“ 3 8°h°d V give 
problem ihlre If lot, till "othing--there's not an economic 
can't he all lu u j tW° Parents w^o are working it 
be all that bad. And yet she's one of the worst 
aClitt?eSrhI thi?k She SOt miX6d Up in the wrong crowd, maybe 
a little chemical assistance. Luther and Aron sooilnd Y 
C0U!d be °n Welfare’ but not economically deprived 
litMe1SSlplJ:ne pr°blems- Anna's mother's a waitress, very’ 
little education there, yet she does OK, pulling a B. A black 
who^as m°St W6re rabbleurousers; in the middle we had Saul 
who was a genius--just the way the genes tied together. So 
the theory that the economic background determines how well 
they do or how much native ability they have doesn't seem to 
hold tor me. To educate yourself and make yourself 
financially better off is possible these days, but I think it 
might take longer--you have to fish around for a while be 
patient. ’ 
_ John--I have a terrible worry about him. He's one of the 
brightest ones in there. He was an A student until about 
three.or four weeks ago. The poverty is extreme, also a 
definite case of abuse. I ve spoken to the guidance 
counselors about him. I wrote a note home saying I was 
concerned about his grades. At our church we ve been working 
on poverty, and I've plagued the prayer group over him, 
consistently for six weeks to see if I could elicit from 
people some way to respond to him that would be constructive. 
Within the structure of the school there's almost nothing you 
can do on a personal level which saddens me. 
I have a little deal with the principal: "I will take the 
two Latin under the condition that you let me have one 
English preparation." Because for a while I was up to five 
preparations, and with a home and a kid that was too much. [I 
have one group] they're language students. Most of them 
cooperate, and the majority of them study. The seventh period 
is a complete hodge-podge: a lot of kids that come out of 
bilingual, a lot of Hispanic kids. At first I thought they 
were the slowest in ability but they're not really--they're 
the slowest in motivation. They would just as soon stare into 
space. They don't cooperate too well, no outside work. 
My day on Thursday: I have the eighth grade Latin class 
first and they took a test, and then I had my fourth period, 
and they had to take their spelling test, and they took their 
test on the voice of verbs. And the same thing happened for 
my third period class. The Latin class also took a test. It's 
the end of the five weeks so we're trying to get our testing 
in. Correcting is the hard thing--three sets of spelling 
every week. At least every other week I get in a 
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compositional try. A grammar test pretty close to every ten 
days or so, and then the quizzes for the reading. It's hard 
on the mornings you have four periods in a row. It makes a 
long day and you get thirsty. And then it's lunchtime so you 
eat lunch very quickly. We have to go out to the court yard 
and pick up our homeroom and walk the prisoners up and put 
them back in their room. They earned the military move bv 
being atrocious in the hall. y 
[in eighth grade I] start with what is a sentence and 
then do a review of declarative, imperative, interrogative, 
exclamatory. Then, building up from a simple sentence to a 
compound, going from there to the paragraph. Around 
Thanksgiving [this year] I started grammar. I've done nouns, 
I ve done pronouns. At the end of the year I do a little 
creative writing folder. We ve already done one short novel. 
We ve done several long short stories that we do a book 
report on. They like to read. One thing I've found out, if I 
save reading for the last ten or fifteen minutes of the 
period it's like a treat and they're waiting for it. I love 
to teach grammar. I spend most time on grammar. 
You can t have a junior high English class of twenty-five 
people and break it down into five groups, and have the 
teacher moving from group to group all period. That would be 
terrible. At the beginning of the year I had to make them 
recite--humiliate them if necessary. I hate to do that but if 
you can't do it any other way you may have to resort to 
humiliation. 
I have no other teaching experience apart from the 
seventeen years at this school. It becomes routine after a 
while. When I'm not there I don't think about the place much. 
I go and do everything that I'm supposed to do, and I enjoy 
the company of the other teachers. Most of the classes are 
relatively pleasant. Your marriage is important, and my child 
is important, and my church work is important. I have a nice 
beach cottage and a boat, and all of that is important. And 
the set of friends that we have are important. The reason 
we're involved in so much volunteer work is to find some 
outlets for our talents because there aren't a lot of outlets 
for our talents right here. I'm kind of biding my time. [I 
like] the rapport back and forth, seeing them do well, seeing 
them grasp something. It's nice to have a bunch of them 
coming up to you on the day you've had a test to say "How did 
we do?" Or I like to have one of them mention: "I really 
liked that story we're reading." Sometimes just social 
interaction with a lot of them. 
It's impossible for me to understand how someone could 
choose to be uneducated when they have the ability to be 
educated. Education has been everything, my whole life. I 
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think it influences what j 
and what church you go to, 
every day of your life. 
am you put on your English muffins 
and what you read, how you spend 
Putting aside academic orientation because of 
minorities—that for me is terribly hard. I disagree with a 
lot ot the philosophy that has come into our schools. I 
suppose it s important to teach them equality and social 
adjustment, and see that they get well balanced lunches, but 
it seems to me that we re crowding the schools with so many 
things that academics have fallen by the wayside. It's 
frustrating to have once been able to teach adverb clauses, 
and all of that stuff that I love, and every year to have 
more of it stuffed in a drawer, spend more time drilling on 
basic things. I'm sure I come across as very impatient. 
I don't [think of my future in teaching]. I'm taking it a 
little at a time. We're almost at the twenty year mark where 
we could withdraw a lot of our retirement, and bank it, and 
either teach in a private situation, or do something 
altogether different. [Ten years ago] I thought I would be a 
teacher for my whole life and no one was going to stop me. I 
was proud of my work. I thought everyone should learn to be a 
teacher. The first change was the dress code, when they told 
them they no longer had to come to school well dressed. Also 
the business on school prayer when you began to get so much 
flack in the morning about saluting the flag that it was 
easier to stop than fight with it. The hold that the schools 
had on children was torn away from them by outside forces. 
The whole thing is totally frightening--the nagging feeling 
if the two of us pull out--aren't we really obligated to 
fight from within to stop this? 
Analysis of Mary 
Mary's experience as a student from an "underprivileged" 
economic background who "made good" shaped her view of her 
role as a teacher. Her experience, she felt, demonstrated the 
value of dedication to academic learning. It had given her 
"everything" that she valued in her life; her job, her 
friends, her vacations at their beach cottage, the life that 
was so different from the restricted existence that she had 
known growing up. The effort to maintain these ideals in the 
altered circumstances of her school after integration created 
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a good deal of internal tension for her. Her belief in the 
possibility of social mobility through education was in 
constant tension with the fact that she felt the students she 
taught showed little sign of being interested in travelling 
the route she had taken. She reacted to the dichotomy between 
her beliefs and the attitudes of the students by continuing 
to suffer from the disappointment and anger which had been 
her initial responses to her experience of teaching minority 
students. These feelings dominated her discussion of the 
students during her interviews, and emerged in her 
interaction with them in the classroom. 
At times in her discussion of students she dealt with 
this problem by trying to ignore what she did not understand. 
Rather than looking at the majority of her students who 
failed to get involved in their school work, she became 
preoccupied with showing that even in the present 
circumstances some students could and did overcome 
impoverished backgrounds and succeed with their education. So 
Mary came to the final interview with a list of her students, 
ready to demonstrate that the theory that social background 
determined achievement "doesn't seem to hold for me." During 
this discussion she explained her views by focusing upon the 
evidence against the theory that low-income students do not 
achieve as highly as more affluent students. Hence she spoke 
of the student who performed well even though her mother was 
a waitress, and the "genius" in the family of rabble rousers. 
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And she cited examples of better off students who did poorly. 
By showing me these individuals she wanted to show that 
socioeconomic background did not "determine" achievement. She 
showed that her students were as free as she felt she had 
been to pursue education. 
However, her argumentation did not altogether convince 
even herself. For at other times during the interviews she 
was very aware that there were aspects of the students' 
backgrounds which made it very difficult for them to succeed 
academically. Yet she was reluctant to see economic 
deprivation as having a significant role in bringing about 
this alienation. She felt that many of them, far from being 
economically deprived, were disadvantaged by being part of an 
overly acquisitive culture. She saw parents as paying little 
attention to their children's education: "Mother working 
eight till five trying to keep up with economics beyond what 
is necessary." The implicit contrast was with her own family 
where despite their poverty the pursuit of the children's 
education was a primary value. She had similar beliefs about 
the students on welfare: that their problems were more 
attitudinal than economic. "Luther and Aron, spoiled rotten, 
could be on welfare but not economically deprived." It would 
seem that in part her insistence that economic factors were 
not primary in bringing about her students' disaffection from 
school was an attempt to distance their problems from 
herself. Despite her claim that she had suffered no harm by 
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having to struggle for her education she did bear the 
remembrance that the process had been a difficult one, and 
she felt resentful about that: "Had I been exposed to more 
outside school, the process of becoming formally educated 
would have been much easier. "Hence her claim that the 
students were not suffering economically allowed her to feel 
that she did not need to feel as sorry for them. It is 
appropriate given her distant attitude towards students that 
the student to whom she did feel more sympathetic was one 
more in her mold, that is, a bright, hard working, 
underprivileged student. He was very different from the 
"average" student at her school in that he was an "A student" 
who suddenly went down in his grades. 
Rationally she realized that she could not dismiss the 
force of cultural and family attitudinal factors on students. 
That is, they were just as much "victims" of these factors as 
if they had suffered economic deprivation. Hence she realized 
that it was unfair to be angry with the students, and she 
regretted that she felt so impatient with them. Yet it was 
clear that she felt little empathy with them because of their 
very different attitude toward education. Intellectually she 
resolved the frustration she felt by "blaming" the parents 
rather than the children, whom she conceded were "victims." 
But the fact that she had to find someone to "blame" suggests 
the extent of her continuing anger with the situation. 
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She also found it difficult to deal with her anger in ue. 
classroom interactions with the students. Although in 
interviews she showed some awareness of the harshness of her 
parents' approach to her ("If I got a C my father locked me 
up ), her belief that the resultant hard work had enabled her 
to attain her present position led her to dismiss the 
harshness of their methods as insignificant: "Pressure on a 
kid to do well is a form of love, a form of caring." So she 
chose to maintain this kind of stern approach with her 
students. In her address to them she tried to pressure 
students into conforming to her pattern by continuing to 
treat them as if they could reach the goals she had for them, 
even if she privately felt this was unlikely. When she spoke 
to students she implied they could always do better, that 
doing better was simply a matter of greater application. 
Hence she rebuked them saying they were not "trying." "You 
could do better than that Peter. I don't think you were 
concentrating." "Yes you could have gotten the correct answer 
the first time without any trouble." She felt she had to be 
punitive with these students--"humiliate them if necessary.’ 
("Fabro, get started or get out.") It was as if to be more 
sympathetic towards the students would be to fail to put 
sufficient pressure on them. 
Mary's reaction to her belief that no matter what she did 
the students were unlikely to succeed was to simply hold 
; grimly to the familiar pattern and assert it even though she 
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felt that it was doing little good. She did not consider that 
another approach might be more effective. She saw current 
curriculum reform movements, particularly those which 
concentrated on socially integrating students, as largely a 
waste of time. She termed them "fifteen minutes of reading 
and an hour of social dancing." She plugged on with the 
sentence structure and grammar course that she had taught 
each year, (although she did water it down somewhat). 
Typically her lessons were organized in this way: 
All right we're going to begin with the sheet just as we 
did yesterday. We'll do a few sentences together, and 
then you're going to work for a while on your own. And 
again we're labelling the nouns, verbs, pronouns, and 
adjectives. You found yesterday ... . 
Her curriculum did not take any account of the presence of 
students from various cultural backgrounds in her classroom. 
The following interaction illustrates the way in which she 
remained in a different world from the students. In this case 
the student was able to conform to her pattern: 
Mary: What's the journey that girls have to take that 
they never return from? 
Student (1): Getting married. 
Student (2): Getting pregnant. 
Mary: Before either of those things I hope. 
Student: Growing up. 
Mary: Good answer. 
All the evidence that the reality of the students' interests 
and performance could not match her standards did not lead 
her to alter her goals. She made academic failure a threat, 
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even though she felt the students were indifferent to these 
values. "James you're going to end up with a zero--you know 
better than that. As noted earlier in discussing the 
classroom activities of the whole group of participants, Mary 
was a participant who believed that the students should do 
homework and she conducted her classes on the assumption that 
they did. However she did not seem to be able to find a way 
of enforcing these demands. The students rarely did the 
homework despite her efforts to make them do it by 
threatening them with failure. Hence the gap between her 
demands and the students' performance continued to be a 
frustration to them and to her. On one occasion during the 
observations she assigned a list of words which had 
homophones for the students to learn. The students were 
supposed to memorize the particular form of the word on the 
list. Therefore those who had not done their homework would 
be virtually incapable of taking the test: "If you're 
expecting me to dictate c-o-r-p-s you're in for a surprise. 
I'll say core." When they came to take the test she would not 
relent on her demands, and the students who had not done 
their homework were left having to guess what was in her 
mind: 
Mary: Mail. 
Student: Which mail? 
Mary: The one you studied. 
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Her attachment to the traditional program was shown in 
the fact that she used the same curriculum in all her eighth 
grade classes, regardless of ability. As she explained in her 
interviews she had two very different eighth grade classes: a 
class in which there were "a lot of Hispanic kids" and 
another of language" students. This latter group contained 
fewer bilingual students. Despite the differences in 
backgound and language experience between the two groups, the 
basic curriculum she used in both levels did not vary. The 
only variation was that in the lower group she dealt less 
extensively with the reading that she did as a "treat" at the 
end of lessons. She complained in interviews that the more 
bilingual group was not "interested" in such activities as 
reading. When she read the same story in both groups she 
remarked: "See how little they responded [compared to the 
other group]." 
Her sense that the students could barely cope with the 
very basic curriculum that she taught meant that she rarely 
indulged in diversions during her classes. When she read 
stories with the students in class she did not stop to 
discuss issues related to what they were reading because she 
was always conscious that the students had already "wasted" 
too much time to permit further diversion. In the following 
instance she was so intent on getting on with the task in 
hand that she simply noted a student's ignorance of the 
matter that had been raised and went on with her agenda. 
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tudent [refers to a passage in a grammar sheet they are 
doingJ: What s the Marshall of Abilene? [Student 
hesitates over the name.] 
Mary: Abilene. I guess you don't know the story of Wild 
Hickock. [She says no more about the question, ] 
Hence the students in the lower levels were punished for 
their lack of enthusiasm for school by being deprived of 
reading and other elaborations on the grammar-dominated 
curriculum, activities which might have made classes more 
interesting for them. It seemed that the idea that the 
students in the lower groups might respond to different 
stories than did her top group was not one she entertained, 
nor did she did she feel the low-level students might need 
extra help to involve them in their work because of their 
poor experiences with school. It was clear in observing her 
classes that she needed to find a way of getting the students 
a greater purpose in their learning than the avoidance of 
failure or the keeping out of trouble which seemed to be 
their approach to her classes. Her fear appeared to be that 
if she ceased to try to force the students to achieve within 
the traditional grammar-based curriculum that she would be 
achieving nothing with them. And yet, as she admitted, she 
was certainly achieving very little within this program. It 
seemed it did not occur to her that standards could be still 
be maintained within a curriculum which allowed students to 
do their own writing, and which used this writing as the 
basis for the teaching of correct usage. As noted in chapter 
6, if curriculum manages to connect with students' real 
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interests rather than appear to be pointless exercises then 
the students are more likely to learn from it. Mary had no 
faith in moves to make students more active in the classroom, 
which has also been shown to be a more successful strategy 
with students who are used to being uninvolved in the 
traditional teacher-dominated classroom (Graves, 1983, p. 
( You can t have a junior high English group and 
break it down into five groups ... That would be terrible.") 
Her scepticism came not only out of her attachment to 
traditional notions of curriculum, but also out her inability 
to believe that the students might behave differently under a 
different system of learning. It seemed that she achieved 
most as a teacher when teaching the traditional program to 
the top-level students. With her lower level students she 
accomplished little. Her impatience with them certainly did 
not increase their self-esteem any more than it persuaded 
them to work harder. 
Mary felt there was little she could do about the 
discontent she felt with her achievements as a teacher. Her 
school community might provide her with good friends, but it 
did not inspire her with any sense of optimism about the 
possibilities for productive change in the school system. Her 
anger at the direction which the schools had taken had 
brought her and her husband to divert their energy for social 
action from school to church work. As her efforts to help 
John showed, Mary was clearly willing to use her energy to 
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help students. However, in trying things she had more faith 
in her prayer group than in anything the school system might 
do. However, while she felt that the prayer group might help 
John, a good student who needed economic assistance, she did 
not appear to see the group as having any solutions to the 
problems of the vast majority of her students who were not 
so "good". 
It is difficult to know how much Mary's negative view of 
her work as a teacher was the product of her difficult early 
experiences in teaching poor and minority students. Other 
factors apart from the change in the socioeconomic background 
of the student body affected her perception of her job: She 
abhorred the liberalization of the school system in terms of 
dress code and the end of school prayer. The clinging to the 
past was a major aspect of her relation to her work. Her own 
struggle to get an education while it had been successful had 
also been difficult, and it seemed that it left her feeling 
that her way was the only way--education was a harsh process. 
However, it seems that the fact that she encountered minority 
students who were so different from herself had been, as she 
put it, the extra "burden," the "unexpected blow" from which 
she never recovered. 
Profile of Christine 
The following profile of Christine provides an 
interesting contrast with that of Mary since her reaction to 
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teaching low-income and minority students was very different 
from that of a conservative participant like Mary: 
I grew up in the south of the city which is the poor 
section. [It was] very integrated. We were very poor, didn't 
even have a car. My father worked but for some reason we 
seemed to be poor. I always had hand-me-down clothing. I 
don t remember going out to eat once with my parents. It 
wasn t until high school that I took a trip with my class. We 
went to Boston. 
My father worked as a printer. He used to draw for a 
stationery company. When we were about the sixth grade [my 
mother] took a job. She worked in a kind of a hat company. I 
don't think either of them graduated from high school. My 
father was artistic--music, art, books, were important--my 
mother not so much as my father. [She] was a good cook, a 
kind hearted soul. She wasn't bright. She would never discuss 
politics, never read the newspaper like my father. She 
instilled in us good values--a warm, loving person who would 
feed somebody walking down the street that looked hungry, a 
mother. I sensed the caring for the needy through her. My 
mother and father read a lot to us. I remember my mother 
reading from the bible, Joseph of the many colored coat. My 
father would write a word down--"Dog" and I'd have to draw a 
dog. 
I remember being awfully bored in elementary school. They 
used to give me pictures to draw when I'd completed all my 
work. My parents were always encouraging--the teacher was 
always right. What did you do wrong? They wouldn't say 
anything about the A's, would notice the B. I achieved 
attention with reference to my brother by getting good 
grades. 
In junior high I had lots of friends. I always travelled 
around in a group of six or seven girls. School in those days 
played a much greater role in our lives. We did everything 
connected with school. We had dances on Friday nights, and 
everybody would go, including the teachers. I liked my 
teachers. I never got in trouble. I was a timid kid, almost 
falling off the chair before I would tell the teacher I was 
sick. My ninth-grade English teacher selected me for the 
ninth-grade English award. 
I was in the college-prep course--the elite of the 
school. There was definitely a class structure between the 
kids who were in the college-prep and the other kids. I 
didn't realize there was a resentment. I loved ancient 
history, always loved languages. Because my father's people 
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were German I took German in high 
love was English and history. 
school--a mistake--my basic 
High school was more tense. I was losing a bit of 
interest academically because of work--I always worked after 
school. And the home situation--my father died in my junior 
year. I graduated among the top ten but I wasn't up there 
anymore. My mother was my main concern. One counselor said: 
Forget about college. Your father just died. Your family has 
no money. My mother wasn't for it [college]. Like most 
mothers: "Find a good guy and marry. Settle down. You’re good 
at working at the flower shop. That's all you really need." I 
remember being angry that my father had died and we had no 
money. My friends were going to college. I was determined to 
go also. Maybe it was because I saw my mother, aged forty- 
five, widowed, no skills, and I was determined it wasn't 
going to happen to me. Most of all college was getting away 
and living away from home. I couldn't afford that right away. 
I stayed at home and worked at the flower shop. 
The community college--small school, many of my friends 
were there, very provincial, very social. I had lost my love 
of learning a little bit. I didn't take it seriously. At the 
large state school [where I transferred] I got lost. It was 
just colder. The way I coped with it was just to do my work 
and run home. 
I had no intentions of teaching. I think what I wanted at 
that time was to go to Germany, teach on a base. All of a 
sudden this principal who had been a distant cousin of my 
mother called and said that one of the teachers was going to 
be out for half a year. So I taught English in the seventh 
and eighth grade. What brats they were. I loved them. I knew 
right away that this was probably what I was going to do. I 
didn't want to teach but I was glad I did. 
But my mother died and I just wanted to get away. My 
brother was very sick. I knew he had cancer at that time. He 
even said "Get away from here." [I remember] I was in Boston 
staying with friends, and I was watching television and they 
were urging me to go out with this guy I couldn't stand. It 
was just like "I've got to get away from here and what am I 
going to do? Peace Corps--why not? What is there holding me 
back?" So next day I applied and was accepted right away. It 
was like it was meant to be. I loved it; loved living in a 
mud hut, having no electricity, being the only white woman 
for miles. I had a "Well Babies Clinic," passed out Care 
food, had an adult literacy class, taught everywhere between 
third and seventh grade; being needed and wanting to do 
something for someone less fortunate--just helping out. I had 
been working with white middle-class people and I didn t feel 
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needed. And learning a lot too. It wasn't all just giving. I 
was living in another culture. 
[After the Peace Corps] I did not want to go back to the 
white middle-class school. And when I was accepted for 
Swinburn High School I was absolutely delighted. These 
students are probably just a step up from my Colombian 
students and they were and still are. 
We have mostly black and Hispanic kids. We have very few 
white kids here. The Hispanic students really have a language 
barrier--they can't possibly read and write on the level they 
should. I don't know how they survive. They're good kids 
though. They may not be the brightest kids in the world but 
they re nice, really down to earth. They come from a lower 
socioeconomic class, big families. These kids don't know how 
to go and eat in a restaurant. They've never done that. Some 
of them work full-time jobs and come to school also. We have 
many young girls who are mothers with babies to care for. 
Many are on probation. One student was caught writing on the 
school wall. He came up and said: "Will you put in a good 
word for me, [or] I'll go back to jail for six months?" He 
didn't do too much in the classroom. That's the typical 10/F 
or 9/G student. 
For some of them [caring from the school] is all they 
have--such horrible home lives where nobody does care. Some 
of them literally are filling in time until they're sixteen. 
If they drop out of school they can't collect welfare. 
Attendance is a great problem. They see the handwriting on 
the wall and they drop out. I tell you truthfully it makes 
the class easier to have them leave. You just have the 
serious students. But it gets boring. I'd rather have really 
full classes and a lot of work than have four kids in front 
of me. 
The [students in the] college prep course are more 
grade-conscious, more peer-conscious. The lower kids are very 
open. Just because they're in the college course doesn't mean 
they come from richer and better families. Just for some 
reason they have gotten that desire to go on in love of 
learning, the value of education. Surprisingly in the lower 
groups there will be someone who decides he can do it. Being 
in a low group doesn't bother kids because there are not too 
many top kids in this building. I don't see any kids going 
through who could become a successful doctor or lawyer. When 
I do I just about kiss them. 
I find dealing with kids of different cultures 
fascinating. If they accept me I'm more than willing to 
accept their culture, even traditions. I guess that was 
instilled in me during Peace Corps. But I know there are 
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black kids and it's ingrained in them--never really trust a 
white person. 
The college prep course is traditional--traditional 
grammar, traditional vocabulary, literature, composition. 
Basically what the lower group does is learn to read and* 
write. All the grammar is got through reading and 
writing--almost instant correction. After they realize they 
aren t competing with anybody but themselves, and I can 
relate to them wherever they are and help them individually, 
they love it; even if I have to go over word for word and 
sort of plant words in their heads and even pretend that they 
thought of it. In eleventh grade they'll go back to the 
traditional English class. This is a kind of a break to turn 
kids on. 
I try to teach them a sense of responsibility as well as 
the subject matter--integrity, responsibility, and good work 
habits. I want them to be successful in society, in their 
jobs. I pushed for a new day care center so that the young 
girls would have a place [for their babies.] And next year 
they're going to create a parenting course. One time I had to 
go up to Vermont because one of my homeroom students told me 
about a runaway. This is where it becomes not just a job. 
After all these years I don't pursue that as much as I did. I 
ran the Blood Mobile for the school every year. I really take 
part in many activities because I like to do things with the 
kids. 
I like to push these kids, especially the Hispanic kids 
as far as they can go. A few years ago you never saw an 
Hispanic kid graduate. They don't aim high enough. They're 
the first generation in this country. They have no money. 
Often they don't realize there are other ways to college. 
"Upward Bound" would be a godsend for some of them. One 
student [who came back to visit the school], he had spent a 
year working. He wanted to go on, was completely lost. If he 
had aimed high enough he wouldn't have lost a year of school. 
But nobody pushed him. They were very poor. 
I do expect the college kids to work harder, to do 
homework, to be in class frequently, and I do push them 
further. I like to teach reading and writing [in the lower 
levels]. I feel the rewards are greater there. Some of these 
college kids could teach themselves. When I see a student, 
who has been a problem student, pick up a pen and start 
writing I really get more rewards out of that. Occasionally 
I'll do a grammar lesson but I don't miss that at all. I m 
proud that I can reach some of these students. It can be a 
battle though. I have two good groups. Some of my colleagues 
only have the low, low groups. Ideally I'd like a 
balance--some good students and some of these other Kids. 
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You need a C average to participate [in extra curricular 
activities]; if that's the only motive--fine, at least it's a 
motive. Once we crack down on these standards they'll come up 
to them. I'm not their mother--I guess I do mother them, but 
I m not their friend--I'm not their peer. I always keep that 
barrier. I don't think there's anything wrong with 
discipline. In the sixties and the seventies we started to 
get too loose. 
Sometimes with students who shove the book under your 
nose, or don't do anything, you just have to back off and say 
"When you're ready, you're ready." You have to know when to 
back off and make a joke or throw in an incident like my 
Peace Corps to get their attention. Sometimes I say "Do it 
for me." What you have to do is somehow compromise or go 
crazy--find some sort of median and teach to that. A young 
man, an underachiever, I scolded him terribly the other day. 
I knew I had probably gone too far--I'll always apologize. 
[So] I said: "You know I'm concerned because I care about 
you. I don't want you to be a loser for the rest of your 
life, especially when I know how intelligent you are." He 
looked me in the eye and said "You care too much." He was 
right. I was upset. He wasn't upset. 
My colleagues put them down, say they're dumb, they're 
stupid. They don't see the good qualities in the kids. I 
guess a lot of them are burnt out. The morale among teachers 
is like a MASH television situation--if we don't laugh we'll 
cry. We have a very friendly faculty. I think it's because we 
have gone through so much trauma--real racial riots. Some are 
embittered, some even prejudiced, but on the whole ... . Our 
biggest problem at this school is that we don't get enough 
parental support. We tried to organize a parent teacher 
organization--it was a big flop. On Parent Day I'd probably 
get five parents. It's also the pay--the low pay; teachers 
are not respected as they used to be. At this point after 
fifteen years I could be a robot--everything comes 
automatically. You've taught all these books for years. I 
could use a change. Last year they let me teach two history 
classes. It was great because it was brand new to me. 
I really and truly feel I still love teaching. I can't 
see myself doing anything else for any length of time. We do 
have rough kids, criminals, but we basically respect each ^ 
other. I'm not only an English teacher. Sometimes I think I m 
a gigantic mother and I come home exhausted. I did work for 
one summer in a factory in an office and I was bored stiff . I 
need people. [There are] unpleasant moments too, but they re 
not as common as our reputation of being a tough school 
[would suggest]. If I had a choice I'd stay right here. 
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Analysis of Christine 
Christine s story provides a valuable conclusion to this 
section on teachers responses to low-income and minority 
students, both because her approach is very different from 
Mary's, and because her story demonstrates the ways in which 
even such different participants as herself and Mary had 
similar approaches to teaching low-income and minority 
students. Hence comparing the two profiles is useful in 
developing an understanding of what it was like for the 
participants to teach in urban schools. 
The background to Christine's choice to undertake a 
career in teaching illustrates the general pattern among 
participants, also manifested in Mary's story, of class 
factors being the most immediate reason for her choice. 
Teaching was a very accessible profession for a person in 
Christine's situation, one which offered immediate financial 
security. Moreover it seemed that for Christine, as for all 
the participants, teaching was a way for her to use the 
academic skills which she had been encouraged to develop 
growing up, and yet not violate contemporary notions of what 
was an appropriate occupation for a woman. In her case, more 
than Mary's, the pressure to conform to female role models 
was very much present in her mother's efforts to discourage 
her from having a career. Christine's story also exemplified 
the idea discussed in Chapter 4 that the women in the study 
did not appear to choose teaching out of a desire to look 
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after children as has been traditionally believed about women 
teachers (Woody, 1929, p. 463). As I noted in that chapter 
the desire to have a motherly role with students did not seem 
to be part of her conscious motivation in choosing to teach, 
nor was working with underprivileged students something which 
she initially aimed to do. Rather Christine's profile 
emphasizes the way in which more immediate practical 
considerations were paramount at this stage. 
Christine's story also illustrates the pattern mentioned 
in the introductory section of this chapter for some 
participants to be more prepared for teaching by earlier 
experiences than others. It seemed that Christine's Peace 
Corps experience, when she came in contact with students who 
were far more different from herself than any she might 
encounter in the United States helped to prepare her for 
teaching in an urban context in a way that those participants 
with less varied experience were not prepared. Although she, 
like all the participants, came to teaching with a background 
of success in academic areas, unlike those with more limited 
experience she did not continually lament the fact that the 
students saw their lives in different terms. 
The main aspect of Christine's teaching which will be 
examined in this analysis is that which contrasts most 
sharply with that of Mary, that is, Christine's more 
accepting attitude towards the students' problems in the 
school context. Christine's relative openness to students was 
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demonstrated both in her statements about them, and in her 
classroom interaction with them. In the classroom, unlike the 
more traditional participants, she spent considerable time 
chatting with her students. Much more than Mary, she felt the 
developing of a personal relationship with students was an 
important part of her role. The opening moments of her 
classes, and other times during lessons when she felt 
inclined, were customarily devoted to talk of matters 
unrelated to the formal curriculum. Such remarks as: "Did 
anyone see the Kentucky Derby on Sunday? Who won?"; and talk 
about the basketball scores (both school and national) were 
representative of the kind of casual overtures towards 
students which she liked to make. She also took a close 
interest in them as individuals, not limiting her interest in 
their progress to their academic performance in her classes: 
Christine: Have you signed up for the blood mobile? It's 
one of the most humane things you can do. 
Student: Some say you shouldn't do it. 
Christine: Some people are afraid. If you did sign up 
honor the commitment. 
Christine's interactions with students are strikingly 
different from Mary's in that unlike Mary she placed a high 
priority on personal contact with the students. On one 
occasion she interrupted the students when they had been 
working in silence for some time to say: 
Christine: Have any of you heard any rumors about the 
new high school? I just heard they might keep this 
school open because the extensions on the vocational 
school will not be ready in time ... . 
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Student: [who has been roused from his work] You mean 
some students would go to the new high school and some 
would stay here. 
Christine: Yeah. I wouldn't worry about it 'cause it's 
still very much up in the air. But I was wondering if 
some of you had heard anything. 
Student. I don t know. 1 just--I don't even bother with 
what I hear 'cause it's too early.... 
It seemed in observing her that at times she distracted the 
students from their work. However, Christine felt that she 
needed to make efforts to establish informal relationships 
with the students because the curriculum of the class did not 
offer the opportunities she needed to make contact with the 
students. In observing her in class the problem she was faced 
with was clear in that she often had very small numbers of 
students in her classes, perhaps as few as four. Frequently 
the students seemed to prefer to stay relatively isolated 
from her in class, perhaps out of fear that she would find 
their work inadequate. Christine attempted to overcome the 
awkward atmosphere in the class by friendly talk. What was 
clearly missing was a view of English curriculum which might 
have allowed her to integrate the students' interests into 
the curriculum. However the curriculum was still very much 
defined by the teacher's view of what the students should be 
interested in. At the time I was observing the class they 
were making up stories about sets of pictures which Christine 
provided. Although the students seemed to do this in a 
dutiful manner, it did not seem to be very personally 
involving for them. Donald Graves (1983) talks about the 
208 
necessity of teachers finding ways of helping students 
discover the things they really want to write about. It 
seemed that Christine might have found it less necessary to 
chat informally to the students if she had been able to 
connect with students in more satisfying ways through their 
writing. 
In a number of ways Christine's approach had more in 
common with Mary's than is at first apparent. Although 
Christine felt that it was important to base her curriculum 
on students' needs rather than general academic goals, like 
Mary she did not want to stray very far from these 
traditional standards. Hence, like the conservative 
participants, she made a significant issue of the maintenance 
of proper standards of grammar and spelling. The following is 
a typical example of the way she dealt with students' 
writing: 
Christine: Anyone want to come up--to volunteer to see 
if you're on the right track? [She immediately addresses 
a student] You're writing up a storm here.[ Student 
comes out to her desk with his work.] You don't have to 
put that in parentheses. 
Student explains why he wants to. 
Christine: OK when you copy it out you don't have to put 
it in parentheses. 
Student: No I know. 
Christine: OK. [She corrects spelling. She reads aloud a 
sentence, corrects vocabulary.] Uh huh. You have to have 
a comma after--you can train your ears to hear--you know 
that--rather than go over all the grammatical reasons 
for it. If you pause when you're reading it you 11 have 
some kind of punctuation mark there. You shouldn t have 
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capital letters looking like that though. Now was 
Jessica their daughter? 
Student: Uh huh. 
Christine: Maybe... . [She rewords sentence. She asks 
question.] 
Student explains. 
In this passage while she showed a serious interest in the 
student's work her emphasis was also on correcting his 
writing. In interviews she showed a belief in the idea that 
too much "red pen" was dangerous to students' egos, 
particularly those of the unconfident students in the lower 
divisions. She said: "You have to be careful not to put too 
many red marks on the paper." This belief was part of the 
rationale for the reading/writing course which she taught: 
"just an appreciation for reading and writing... ." Yet she 
could not altogether spare them the red pen. On the contrary, 
in many cases a correction was the first remark she made on 
reading a student's work. And her positive comments were 
always tempered by suggestions for improvement: "OK good 
start. I think you need a little more detail in the 
middle--you're jumping." It seemed that she saw her role as 
an English teacher in terms of teaching students correct 
usage as much as she did simply encouraging them to write. 
She also corrected their spoken English: 
Christine: Don't you have a friend who'll loan you 
one--you don't have any friends? 
Student: Ain't got friends. 
Christine: "Ain't got"? 
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Unlike Mary however, Christine at the same time as she was 
trying to correct the students' work was also trying to 
reassure them that she would not be harsh about what they 
did: 
I don't expect you to be a John Steinbeck or an Ernest 
Hemingway all of a sudden. 
Sophie, are you ready? When you're ready... . I don't 
want to force you up here until you're ready. But 
occasionally I'm going to force you up here. You're 
first tomorrow. Will you be here tomorrow? You promise? 
She wanted to be encouraging to the students yet she also 
felt that her role was inevitably one of critic. "One of the 
reasons I tell you in advance that I'm going to call you up 
is so you can check over your work a little bit. Everyone 
makes little mistakes. You can catch some of them anyway." 
She was always conscious of the standards they had not 
attained. In her address to them she often betrayed her 
awareness of their difficulties with their school work. In 
the following remarks, made at different times to the same 
student, there were suggestions that the student involved was 
battling great odds in his efforts to produce satisfactory 
work: 
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Christine: Carlos, come on up with whatever you've 
got... . Carlos don't make excuses for yourself OK... ? 
Hey Carlos have a little more self confidence. You can 
write all right. Do your best. 
Without conducting a study of student perceptions it is 
difficult to tell whether the students were really fearful of 
her comments or whether keeping a distance between themselves 
and the teacher was simply an accustomed role for them, but 
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black and Hispanic students were often from deprived economic 
backgrounds than she was of their ethnic backgrounds. Like 
Mary her predominant feeling was that they were unlikely to 
succeed as students; although unlike Mary she felt drawn to 
help the students because of their problems. She liked 
teaching the lower tracked students because she felt their 
needs gave her an important function in their education, 
whereas the college students "could teach themselves." It 
seems that her desire to be needed was a factor which shaped 
her tendency to dwell on the students' problems. Her sense of 
self-esteem was bound up in the students' needing her to look 
after them. She felt most comfortable helping them with their 
problems. Thus her approach, while it looked more open to the 
students than that of participants like Mary, was still very 
much based on a view of the students as inadequate. While she 
was less angry that students did not reach the traditional 
ideal than other participants, she remained very conscious 
that they did not. Hence her approach had the same low 
expectations of the students as the traditional approach. 
In trying to understand the origins of the different 
aspects of Christine's role it is interesting to note that an 
approach to students which stresses fulfilling their 
emotional needs rather than challenging them academically, 
has been identified as particularly female. Moreover there 
has been a tradition among women teachers in the U.S. of 
feeling especially called to look after the most needy 
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they certainly showed reluctance when it came to showing her 
their work. This limited her impact as a teacher. It seemed 
that Christine had absorbed aspects of the current view among 
researchers that it is important not to make students so 
self-conscious about making errors that they are afraid to 
write (Murray, 1982). However she had not taken in enough to 
overcome her socialization towards a more traditional role. 
The problems with Christine’s ambivalent position on the 
question of standards emerged in her approach to reading in 
her low-level class. In this regard she had gone some way 
towards making the course interesting to students in that she 
let each student choose their own reading material. However 
with these students the method was only partially successful 
because most of them were such inexperienced and unconfident 
readers that they often did not make good choices. In this 
case it seemed that more teacher intervention would have been 
useful to the students, but Christine felt she should not 
interfer, and the students were left without the guidance 
they needed. 
Christine's conflicted view of her role was also there in 
her dealing with minority students. Despite her profession 
that she found "dealing with kids of other cultures 
fascinating," it seemed that her involvement with students 
ethnic identities was limited by the fact that she was 
extremely aware that their differences meant problems in the 
school context. That is, she seemed to be more aware that the 
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students, the children on the rural frontier, the ex-slaves 
in the South after the Civil War (Hoffman, 1981, p. 112). 
Christine was aware that the desire to make connection with 
the students had another side to it apart from her aim of 
helping students get involved in their academic work. 
Connecting with students was an aspect of her job that she 
enjoyed a great deal. She liked ' young people," and enjoyed 
"listening to them," and feeling needed by them. Female 
socialization can be seen as a factor in developing this 
approach in Christine in that she had been encouraged to 
pursue traditional female patterns by her mother. Her mother 
had discouraged college and had encouraged the notion of 
being someone who looked after others, both traditional 
female attributes. Although she had not entered teaching with 
a great desire to help the needy, this was a concern which 
developed strongly after she entered teaching. The 
differences between her upbringing and Mary's in this regard 
may in part account for later differences in their responses 
to their work. Mary had received more socialization than 
Christine towards academic success. In Mary's family some of 
the women had professional jobs, whereas this was not true in 
Christine's family. This may explain some of Mary's great 
frustration in teaching students who were not at all 
academically inclined. Because of her less academic 
upbringing, Christine was more easily able to accept the 
attitudes of the students, and be comfortable with a 
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nonacademic role for herself. However the fact that she had 
received the same traditional education as Mary makes it 
understandable that she too should feel a strong allegiance 
to the traditional view of English teaching. 
A comparison of Christine and Mary suggests that the 
seeking of a close relationship with students can also be 
linked to participants present priorities. Whereas Mary saw 
her teaching work as occupying a relatively limited place in 
her life, Christine did not mention other priorities as more 
important than her teaching role. She had always been willing 
to get very involved in students' problems, and participated 
in a range of extracurricular activities. Unlike Mary who 
talked of her responsibilities to her family, Christine, a 
participant without children of her own, had the time and the 
freedom to choose to approach her work in a relatively 
single-minded fashion. The notion that women's relationship 
to teaching is shaped by their marital status is discussed in 
the literature (Lortie, 1975, p. 92). The difference between 
Christine and Mary in this regard, together with the findings 
of the literature, suggest the importance of examining this 
issue in more detail. I will do this in Chapter 8 where I 
will look at the school and social forces which might have 
shaped participants' approaches. 
Also important in shaping Christine's ambivalent attitude 
to low-income and minority students was the fact that in the 
context in which she taught, her colleagues didn't "see the 
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good qualities in the kids." That is, she was surrounded by 
negative or intolerant attitudes towards the students. The 
all-pervasive tracking system encouraged her to see the 
students as inadequate rather than as different. There is 
also no evidence that during her education or her teaching 
career she had been been much exposed to a view of English 
teaching which emphasized concentrating on students' 
achievements rather than their inadequacies, an approach 
which has been found to be most successful in the teaching of 
unconfident students (Cleary, 1984; Graves, 1983; Murray, 
1982; Perl, 1979). Exposure to this view of English teaching 
might have freed her from her sense that she needed to place 
such a high priority on correcting the students, a practice 
which limited her effectiveness as a teacher. By integrating 
the students' interests into the curriculum, she might have 
been able to make her desire to feel connected with the 
students into the formal program of the class. Having 
emphasized in this analysis the fundamental similarity of 
Christine's approach to that of participants who professed 
many more negative feelings about the students than she did, 
it is also important to note that within her context she was 
certainly an open-minded teacher. Although she continued to 
be very conscious of students' problems in relation to 
school, she really did enjoy teaching the unmotivated 
students as much as she did more successful students. It 
seemed that just as Colombia was an experience of change for 
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her, so the lower division classes were pleasurably different 
from what she was used to. She intuitively responded 
positively to this difference, yet her socialization and 
context allowed her to go no further than being friendly to 
the students. Her basic agenda remained traditional. I have 
argued in Chapter 5 that the pattern of holding onto the 
familiar pattern was common to all the participants. This 
analysis has suggested some of the reasons for this pattern 
in Christine. In Chapter 8 I will explore the factors which 




SCHOOL AND SOCIETY SHAPE TEACHERS' ROLES: 
A CLASSROOM-CENTERED VIEW. 
I have in this study that there was a fundamental 
conservatism in terms of curriculum and methods of 
instruction among all participants. Even those who taught 
their lower level students in a course with goals which were 
different from those of the traditional college-oriented 
program did not reject or even radically question the values 
of traditional academic excellence and competition upon which 
the college course was based. Hence their attraction to 
changes in the educational system in which they had been 
raised was limited. In this chapter I want to explore more 
deeply participants' relationship to the established system 
of their schools. I will argue that among all participants 
there was a similar tendency to doubt the value, or the 
possibility, of any kind of fundamental change in their 
schools' approach to education. Most participants were 
critical of aspects of this system but did not direct their 
energies towards changing it. Their approach to teaching was 
to concentrate on the immediate issues of the classroom 
rather than those of reform in the school. In this chapter I 
will explore the factors which might have brought about this 
attitude among participants. 
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Teachers' Isolation in the Classroom 
An important manifestation of participants' sceptical 
attitude toward anything but small-scale change was revealed 
in their pessimistic view of the possibilities for effective 
communication with either their colleagues or their superiors 
on educational issues. (In Chapter 5 I described the ways in 
which participants had little free time during the day to 
discuss issues with colleagues, meetings were rare, and 
opportunities for professional training limited.) 
Participants explained this problem both in terms of the 
individualistic nature of teachers and as the result of 
school organization. Whatever their view of its cause, 
participants tended to see isolation as unavoidable in 
teaching. As Connie put it: 
There are no professional groups, counseling groups. 
Maybe teachers wouldn't use them. The teachers in this 
building are very strong personality types. I'm not sure 
if they would go for help. They would help other people. 
Even those participants who undertook to make changes in 
their own classrooms, and who felt that other teachers might 
well learn from their approaches, did not see much 
possibility of this happening. For instance, Christine 
disagreed with the approaches to students used by some of her 
colleagues but tended to accept such disagreements as one of 
the facts of life at school rather than something which she 
could change or even discuss: 
There are some teachers in that building--they re trying 
to teach the way they taught in the sixties, or even the 
fifties. There's one old teacher who still does 
diagramming on the board.... You talk to some of my 
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colleagues it's depressing. I walk out of the room. I 
wish they'd get out of teaching or shut up. 
Gillian reported similar feelings of alienation in relation 
to other teachers at her school. However she too expressed 
this as a complaint, revealing little expectation that she 
could change the situation. She wished that the school 
administration could be a more positive influence at her 
school: "The leadership is not strong. Teachers in droves are 
neglecting their responsibilies." But she, like most of the 
participants, felt detached, even cynical towards her 
administration. Participants felt that the individual teacher 
could rely only on herself to get things done in the school. 
Connie's attitude was illustrative of this. She had a number 
of ideas for change at her school but dismissed the 
possibility that anything could come of them: 
I believe there are a lot of answers if they want to 
spend a lot of money. I think there are a lot of things 
we can do for kids that are positive. They can hire more 
counselors. They can have rooms where kids can go to let 
off steam--rooms where kids could work with their hands. 
They're just not willing to do that. So you can't answer 
the problems at the present time.... If you're looking 
for solutions I haven't got any. You're asking me to 
solve the problems in society, in the city. If the 
politicians haven't been able to do it I don't think I 
can. The only thing I can deal with is my own little 
worId. 
Hence, participants at times were critical of the system in 
which they worked, but their response was one of endurance 
rather than protest. They felt that little could be done 
about the problems which they perceived. They might regret 
the lack of opportunities for discussion with fellow 
220 
teachers, the fact that the schools provided little money for 
resources, and that as classroom teachers they had no 
significant power within the school. However they seemed to 
see these things as inevitable, part of the mediocre 
condition which was their lot. This attitude to their own 
conditions of work seemed to go with their conservatism on 
matters of curriculum. Participants did not envisage the 
possibility of their schools ever being very different from 
what they currently were. 
Part of the background to participants' scepticism about 
the likelihood of changes in the schools was their 
recognition that change was expensive, and that there was a 
scarsity of funding for any kind of change in their school 
systems. All the participants had been teaching in 
Massachusetts in 1981 when schools felt the impact of 
Proposition 2 1/2. This measure had cut specialist programs, 
more than halved athletics programs, as well as stopped the 
purchase of any new resources in the cities where 
participants worked (Susskind and Fountain, (1983, p. 244). 
While the financial situation in 1986 was not as tight as it 
had been, it seemed that over the years participants had 
learnt not to expect or ask for improvement. 
Another reason for participants' pattern of acquiescence 
to the status quo of their schools was that the schools were 
administered in such a way that teacher participation in 
decision making was largely excluded. All important decisions 
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could be made by the principal or school committee, with some 
help from department heads. Classroom teachers might be part 
of voluntary committees but they had very little real power. 
Again, what is striking about participants' response to their 
situation is the absence of expressions of frustration at 
their powerless condition. Participants kept their ideas to 
themselves, and in general did not attempt to influence the 
course of school policy. 
It is true that Marjorie on occasions had taken protest 
action on issues which disturbed her. On one occasion when 
her principal had banned low-level students from attending a 
school concert because he was afraid they would misbehave, 
she defied his instructions and simply brought the students 
down to the concert with warnings: "This is very important. 
You'd better behave. I'm laying myself on the line for you." 
Another time she delivered her principal a gift of all the 
papers, stones, and other garbage that had been thrown into 
her room after he had refused to do anything about the 
problem of students' unruliness in the yard. Such actions 
suggest a desire for change in Marjorie but her protests were 
highly individual and informal, designed to solve her 
immediate problem rather than aiming to make general 
criticisms of the workings of the school. Sally also reported 
tangling with her superiors over issues that she thought were 
important. She had been forced to back down. "I've tried 
several things and the school department has blocked them. It 
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builds up a lot of frustration." She dealt with the problem 
by finding another outlet for her energy and undertaking a 
degree which would enable her to get a job elsewhere. "I have 
some animosities towards teaching, towards the principal. 
Before I started my [Master's] degree I felt caught." Sally 
stood out among the participants as eager to undertake such 
action, but even she found that accepting the impossibility 
of change was her only option. 
It fits in with participants' nonconfrontive approach 
that the innovation most frequently desired by participants 
was to have smaller classes. Such a change enabled 
participants to feel they were bettering the lot of students 
yet it did not involve them in conflict with the school 
hierarchy or their colleagues over approaches to teaching (so 
long as they did not challenge fundamental aspects of the 
system such as tracking or grading, which it seems did not 
occur to participants). 
I'd like to have four classes a day and not more than 
twenty-five kids, and I would feel like I had some 
control, that I had some chance of keeping above the 
paper work. More teachers, don't give me a raise and I 
would really set fire to something in kids (Gillian). 
In keeping with their detached attitudes towards the 
power structure of their schools, there was very little 
interest among participants in moving out of the classroom 
into administrative or guidance positions which might have 
given them more power in the school. Of all the participants 
only two of them--Andrea and Sally-- mentioned the issue of 
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promotion. This is notable given that these same participants 
who did not express any interest in moving up into the school 
hierarchy all had taught for at least ten years and 
considered teaching to be the occupation in which they would 
remain. (Since Rosemary was on the point of retiring after 
eighteen years in schools promotion was not her concern. 
However there was no evidence in her interviews that she had 
ever considered it seriously.) Certainly part of the 
background to this absence of concern with promotion was 
recognition of the lack of opportunities for changing their 
positions. Lortie (1975) notes that teaching is a profession 
with very few stages so that upward mobility is relatively 
restricted (p. 82). Within participants' schools at any one 
time the opportunities for moving out of the classroom to a 
guidance or administrative position would have been extremely 
limited. However, looking at participants' perceptions of the 
situation, it seems that the constraints of the school system 
do not fully account for their attitudes. Again only Andrea 
and Sally expressed any frustration at the absence of 
opportunities for promotion in teaching. For the rest of the 
group it seemed they were not particularly interested in 
changing their roles, preferring to concentrate on the 
immediate tasks of the classroom. It is indicative of the 
general direction of their involvement that those 
participants who had sought a higher degree had done it in 
counseling, or in their subject area, English, rather than 
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anything which suggested an interest in a leadership role. 
Mary and Margaret had both done counseling degrees. They did 
not describe them as useful in order to gain promotion, 
rather as adjuncts to their classroom role. Mary saw her 
degree as valuable "in observing, in spotting things, in 
making mental notes and referring them to the counselor and 
handling them quietly on the way in and out of class." 
It has been argued that an attitude of individualism and 
a lack of interest in large-scale changes in their schools 
such as my participants exhibited is characteristic of 
teachers. Lortie (1975) claims that teachers are brought by 
the insecurities and lack of support, which are seemingly 
endemic to the job of teaching in any context, to adopt very 
defensive and conservative attitudes towards educational 
issues. (He sees teachers as beset with insecurities about 
how much is achieved with students and about how one is 
performing in the eyes of others, particularly the eyes of 
the school authorities): 
Uncertainty and anxiety may push back teachers into 
their pasts. Uncertainty may work against the 
orientation of individualism and may evoke the need for 
conformity (p. 210). 
Lortie further claims that teachers because of their 
insecurity blame themselves when the students do not do well, 
tending to be "moralistic rather than analytic and 
self-accusing rather than self-accepting" (p. 159). Such an 
individual, he argues, is not likely to be interested in 
large-scale educational innovation. Lortie's view of teachers 
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coheres with the view of participants which I have presented 
in that all participants felt an undercurrent of uncertainty 
about their achievements. Even Gillian who felt generally 
positive about her work with students said: 
There are at least singular days and maybe batches of 
low periods when I wonder what I'm doing here because my 
efforts have so little impact. There's just those days 
when every nerve ending is exposed and I can look out at 
a class and see who's going to jail and who's going to 
wind up walking the streets. 
Participants did feel anxious that they were not doing enough 
for students: 
I feel as though I'm doing something wrong. I feel as 
though at the end of the day or at the end of the year 
they really haven't learnt any more than when they 
walked in here and I don't know what more I can do 
(Andrea). 
I do feel guilty about those classes. I wish I could 
teach them something. I wish things could 
change but they're not [going to] (Connie). 
It is clear from participants' own testimonies and from other 
studies (Payne, 1984; Rist, 1973) that the anxieties normally 
associated with teaching are heightened in urban contexts 
where the students are often alienated from school. Payne 
described such a condition among teachers in his study of an 
inner-city Chicago school. The majority of teachers he looked 
at felt so overwhelmed by the problems of their school that 
they saw any efforts at change as futile. Teachers felt the 
task of getting students to learn was impossible so there was 
little point in trying any new ways of doing things. From 
Lortie's and Payne's points of view, participants' lack of 
initiative for change might be explained in terms of 
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self-doubt and apathy in a situation of extreme difficulty. 
However, although there do seem to be ways in which 
participants' approaches can be explained in these terms, it 
would be untrue to say that participants were completely 
caught up in a self-accusatory mode. Contrary to Lortie's 
thesis participants were able to be "analytic" about their 
situation. The belief that it was the problems of the 
students rather than their own incompetency as teachers which 
made it difficult to teach in this context was universal 
among participants. Hence, Lortie's characterization of 
teachers misses a more self-assertive attitude among them. 
Connie was one participant who expressed feelings of "guilt" 
about her role yet she also felt she should resist excessive 
blaming of herself. She tried to see her work not in terms of 
achievement but in terms of the effort she put into it. Her 
belief that it was the students' problems which made her job 
difficult helped her to detach herself from a sense of 
failure in her work. Although her disclaimers of 
responsibility had a certain insistent and defensive tone 
which suggested considerable anxiety about what she had 
achieved, she was a vigorous advocate of a better self image 
among teachers: 
I'm doing at least as much as I can for them.... I m 
teaching even if they're not learning.... I feel I work 
a lot harder in those [low level] classes than the 
classes I teach all day. I'm not wasting their money or 
wasting my time. I feel like I m doing something 
valuable for the community.... If the public would also 
accept that there are some classes that are not for the 
present time teachable.... I think teachers thin 
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they're weak, unimportant. I think they feel they don't 
earn ^ their money, don't deserve their vacations. I think 
they|ve got to talk themselves into believing that 
they're doing a valuable job for society. We are very 
strong individuals, constantly learning on our feet. 
Overall, despite their anxieties about the extent of their 
success, participants made clear that they did not see 
themselves as totally responsible for the students' 
achievements. 
I think it would be foolhardy of me to expect to turn 
their language around in ten months of seeing them forty 
minutes a day so I don't look for phenomenal improvement 
(Gillian). 
There's such an emphasis on English and yet we have such 
large classes that it's humanly impossible to do a good 
job with any kind of language skills. It'd be nice to do 
a really thorough job. I think we do fantastically well 
with what we've got (Marjorie). 
In the same way as Lortie's (1975) analysis overstates 
the extent to which participants felt responsible for their 
situation, none of my participants felt as alienated and 
apathetic as the teachers in Payne's (1984) study. While, as 
I have suggested in discussing teachers' approaches to their 
low-level students, there were participants who expressed the 
view that there was little hope for success in their 
situation, none of my participants were as cynical or as 
defensive as those Payne describes. It makes sense that 
participants should not feel as helpless as those in Payne s 
, study since the school in which he did his research seems to 
have been a much more tense and potentially violent one than 
! any of the schools I looked at. (None of the schools in my 
' study had guards in the halls as did Payne's Chicago school.) 
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So for instance even Mary, who confessed to feeling "a lot of 
anger” because of "how little they can do,” revealed at least 
a minimal sense of achievement in her work: 
The rapport between teacher and class 1 enjoy--the 
drilling, the making up of tests, even the correcting of 
them isn't all that bad. There is very little of the 
mechanics of the job that I dislike.... I'm kind of 
biding my time. [I like] the rapport back and forth, 
seeing them grasp something. It's nice to have a bunch 
of them coming up to you on the day you've had a test to 
say "How did we do?” Or I like to have them mention "I 
really like that story we're reading.” 
Hence, it seems that Payne's explanation for teachers' 
conservatism assumes a greater level of disengagement from 
their work than participants showed. Participants seemed 
genuinely interested in issues of classroom teaching so that 
it is difficult to label their attitudes as merely apathetic 
or defensive. The thoughtfulness of participants' responses 
to questions about what and how to teach students which was 
revealed during my interviews with them, as well as the 
energy which even the most disaffected participants put into 
their classroom teaching were testament to this involvement. 
It seemed that it was not only that they felt there was 
little point in trying to influence affairs outside their own 
classrooms, but that they felt most interested in these 
immediate classroom issues. In the section which follows I 
will look more closely at this characteristic of participants 
and attempt to understand why participants should show such a 
tendency. 
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Women Teachers' Patterns 
In seeking to understand participants' pattern of 
overriding involvement with the classroom Sally's view of her 
own situation is useful. In explaining why she had been 
frustrated in her attempts to obtain a degree in management 
which might have given her greater chances of promotion she 
said: 
There's fear in the principal that teachers are going 
onto something higher. They would allow me to get a 
Master's in English but not in business management 
because then I'd learn a new vocation. Being in the 
school system--it's almost like being married. They 
won't let you go out drinking with the girls for fear 
you'll meet somebody new. 
Sally's analysis of her situation as a subservient employee 
with few options in her job but to do what she is told is a 
valuable one because it fits in with what I have noted about 
participants' withdrawn and somewhat passive role in relation 
to the school hierarchy. It is also useful because she 
introduces factors of gender into the situation. For it is 
clear that there are aspects of participants' approach to 
their work which are explained not simply by the general 
constraints of the school system, nor by the particular 
problems of this context. Rather participants classroom- 
centered approach to their work also fits in with the 
patterns of attitude and behavior which have been 
traditionally attributed to female teachers. This pattern has 
been documented in relation to women teachers m the past. 
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Female teachers in the U.S. were seen by their society as 
having a subservient relationship with the school hierarchy 
much like that of submissive wife to patriarchal husband. 
Women teachers were thought to have little talent or desire 
to do anything other than work with students in the 
classroom. They were rarely in positions of authority, and 
were seen as best suited to the nurturing of students rather 
than a more academic role (Hoffman, 1981). What commentators 
have argued is that a combination of social pressure and 
women's own inclinations meant that women teachers often 
fulfilled without question this social stereotype of 
themselves (Hoffman; Kessler-Harris , 1982). 
In this section I want to suggest that there were ways in 
which my participants enacted this role. Seeing their 
approach in the perspective of traditional female roles 
explains some of the indifference to the world of political 
and administrative decisions in their schools and the pattern 
of concentration on classroom relationships with students 
which I have described in the first part of this chapter. 
Moreover the notion of women s roles is useful in 
understanding participants' concern with the question of how 
much to be motherly towards the students which was discussed 
in chapter 5. In claiming that the impact of gender was 
important in defining participants’ approaches I am not 
claiming that it was the only or even the most important 
factor, but that it was one of a number of interacting 
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influences on participants' approaches to their work. In the 
remaining section of this chapter I will concentrate on the 
ways in which the fact that participants were women, more 
specifically women from working-class families, can be seen 
defining their role. In suggesting that my participants might 
have had common responses because they were female I am not 
putting forward a theory about women's innate characteristics 
somehow shaping their approach to teaching. Clearly to pose 
such a theory would go beyond my study. However, as I claimed 
when looking at participants' early experience in chapter 4, 
participants' gender and class were clearly important factors 
in their development as students and in influencing their 
choice to do teaching in the first place. It makes sense that 
this socialization should continue to be an important 
influence on their approach to their work. 
Deference and Duty 
There is evidence in my participants' stories that the 
social expectations which have long pressured teachers, 
particularly women teachers, to adopt deferential attitudes 
and behavior towards school authorities still operate. These 
factors help explain some of the pattern of passivity in 
relation to the school administration which I have noted 
among participants. Margaret's experience was a case in 
point. She spoke of her experience of having resigned m 
order to have children and of subsequently finding it very 
difficult to find a secure position. Each year in June for 
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six years she was dismissed from the school system and later 
rehired in September. She discussed the impact of the 
situation on her: 
I could really deal with it at one level by saying I 
understand the budget system, I understand my lack of 
seniority having stayed out of teaching for eight years. 
I could rationalize all the reasons I would get a pink 
slip for six years in a row. However it didn?t take away 
from that aweful unwanted feeling--the quiet despair 
that you have to deal with from April fifteenth till you 
were rehired. What is the point? Why should I bother 
finishing out this year when my superiors or whoever1s 
in charge of the budget could so quickly cut the 
position and say I don't need your position, I don't 
value your position. I don't value the job you do with 
the children, I don't value the children that you 
teach.... I found it very difficult emotionally to get 
over. Why are they doing this to me? I don't know if you 
ever get over that awful unwanted feeling. And yet I'd 
go in every day and teach my heart out. 
Margaret's position of trying to return to teaching after a 
time of fulfilling the roles of wife and mother is a pattern 
which has been peculiar to female teachers. Moreover 
Margaret's response to this situation was also significant in 
terms of issues of gender, in that her efforts to maintain 
her job involved her in behaving as a very deferential 
employee. This was evident in her description of herself 
going in every day and teaching my heart out. For Margaret, 
who had three children, teaching was a highly convenient and 
prized job. Yet it seemed that confronting, or even feeling 
angry with, her "superiors" for the way she was treated was 
not part of her make-up. Her response was to continue in her 
duty as mother to her "children," and hope that the school 
system recognized the work that she did. Margaret s s tory 
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illustrates the pattern of defining her role primarily in 
relation to her students which has been seen as typical of 
women teachers. Also, in showing such deferential behavior, 
her story has echoes of the old pattern of women teachers 
being willing to endure the worst conditions in order to 
maintain their positions (Hoffman, 1981, p. 210). The fact 
that so many teachers have been women from working-class 
backgrounds who were grateful for the opportunity for a 
professional job has made it easy for school systems to pay 
little and expect much. Margaret's class background was 
probably also important in shaping her unassertive responses 
to her position. Margaret, like all the participants, came 
from a family where economic security was a big issue. Her 
parents had been brought up during the depression and were 
very anxious that their children should do better financially 
than they did. Throughout her career Margaret had been very 
conscious of job security. Earlier in her career she had 
taken a relatively undesirable job because it was the first 
one offered to her. At the time she was laid off by the 
school system she wanted to be able to contribute to her 
family financially as her husband had just set up his own 
business. When she found her job in the school system was 
uncertain she at first forced herself to look for other jobs 
even though she hated the idea of leaving teaching. She said 
i she felt she very much needed her husband's financial and 
psychological support to feel able to wait to see if she 
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would be rehired as a teacher. Evidently the pattern of 
putting security first was still strong in her. 
Margaret's approach to her situation stands as an example 
of the attitudes of the group of participants because all of 
them showed they had been brought up to adopt obedient and 
dutiful attitudes toward authority. Their education had 
encouraged them to be wives and mothers with careers on the 
side, rather than full-time professionals or leaders in their 
field. Participants' working-class experience of trying to 
"make it" in a hierarchical education system also encouraged 
in them qualities of hard work and obedience rather than a 
desire to question authority. Thus it is not surprising that, 
in terms of curriculum, participants found it difficult to 
question the model of education with which they had been 
raised. They felt that what had made them successful ought to 
be right for the students. And in terms of their own role in 
the school, participants' socialization fitted them well for 
the highly conservative school system, which expected 
teachers to work conscientiously in their classrooms with the 
students rather than be active on the larger issues of school 
policy. 
In saying this I am not claiming that male teachers are 
somehow exempt from the influence of school authorities. As 
Lortie (1975) argues, teachers in general feel the effects of 
a hierarchical system which takes little account of their 
needs (p. 197). However, women have always been more 
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vulnerable to losing their jobs and to the power of the 
school administration than men. Their careers have not been 
seen as important in the way that men's have been (Strober & 
Tyack, 1981, p. 497). 
How Family Resposibilities Shaped Participants' Roles 
I have suggested in discussing participants' ideas about 
curriculum that there is evidence among some participants of 
a strong desire to nurture or "look after" students in a 
motherly way. Moreover it is interesting that those 
participants who professed to feeling most committed to 
students in this way were those participants who did not have 
children of their own. These participants, Rosemary, Gillian, 
Sally, Christine and to some extent, Connie, were the 
strongest proponents of the view that teachers had a 
responsibility to deal with students problems. For instance 
Rosemary spent time after school talking with her students, 
as did Christine: 
They come up after school, they bring their friends to 
talk to me. We sit down and talk.... Kids love attention 
and they'll do anything to get it. I don't think it s 
possible to give them more than I give (Rosemary;. 
I like young people, [l like] listening to them 
(Christine) . 
These participants also often professed to feeling a strong 
emotional attachment to their students. Rosemary was thinking 
of retiring since she was close to sixty and was tired. 
However she worried about how she would get on without the 
students when she left teaching. "I love my kids. That s how 
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I got into this in the first place." She was forced to 
console herself with "I can always sub." As noted in her 
profile, Christine spoke of the way her job fulfilled a need 
to be needed: 
When I went to Colombia I felt more needed there, and 
that's one of the reasons I went. I was working with 
white middle-class people. I didn't feel needed. These 
kids were bright--anyone could have walked in and they 
would have learned. I wanted to go some place where I 
was more needed. 
The terms in which these participants described their 
relationship to students were often those of motherhood. 
Sally was quite explicit about stating her belief that her 
students had been like children to her. "Possibly because I 
haven't been married and I didn't have kids, a lot of the 
time I've felt very close to these kids." 
In this regard it is interesting to examine Connie's 
approach to her work more closely. She was the only single 
participant who was opposed to the notion that teachers ought 
to cultivate a close emotional relationship with students, 
yet in specific instances she was conscious of feeling drawn 
to break her resolution not to be too "friendly with the 
students. With regard to a time she discovered a student from 
one of her classes out late one night after he had had a 
fight with his mother (he had gone to visit his father who 
lived in another area) she said: 
I understand that these kids have emotional problems, 
social problems, home problems, money problems. I don t 
know what to say except to say "I'm sorry. I guess I 
could say something about I care about him or m 
interested in him. I don't feel that really is what I 
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should be doing in a way. In a way I do and in a way I 
don't. 
She vacillated about the issue, although now after fourteen 
years of teaching she was moving further from a strictly 
academic approach than ever before. Interviews with her 
revealed a number of stories of her being willing to go out 
of her way to help students--to give them rides to school 
when they needed help, intervene on their behalf in conflicts 
with other teachers ... the list belied her principles. In 
the year of the study for the first time she had adopted the 
practice of telling students whom she felt needed attention, 
and whom she thought would benefit from encouragement, that 
they were "special kids". She did this very selectively and 
somewhat hesitantly but felt that it was a positive step for 
both herself and the students. "This is the first time I've 
done the special kid thing." 
The pattern of expressing emotional involvement with 
students as shown by Connie and the other single participants 
in the group contrasted to some extent with that of married 
participants whose expressions of their relationship to 
students tended to be relatively restrained. Of the married 
participants (Mary, Margaret, Marjorie, and Andrea, none 
talked of their students in the overtly maternal way that was 
characteristic of participants such as Christine and 
Rosemary. The statements of participants who were married 
suggested that they saw their work more in terms of a job, if 
a satisfying one, rather than an emotional commitment. This 
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seems implied in Margaret's description of her feelings about 
her work. "I chose to go back to teaching after maternity 
leave. But I like teaching. It's not a punishment. I really 
like what I'm doing. At the time it was a matter of 
economics. We were pushed." The dichotomy between the 
participants was not absolute in that as I have noted a 
participant like Margaret did on occasion talk of her 
relationship with students as maternal. However, I think 
there was a difference in the nature and extent of 
participants' commitment to their work which was manifested 
in a difference in the way they related to students. It 
seemed this difference was linked to participants' home 
circumstances. (Clearly part of the difference between 
participants' responses to students was also a matter of 
individual temperament but that is not an issue which I could 
deal with in this study.) Mary's sense of distance from her 
job was greater than Margaret's, and part of the background 
to this detachment was her disillusionment with teaching 
since the social changes of the seventies. It seemed however 
that the fact that her husband and young child occupied her 
attention meant that she could remove herself further from 
her job than when she was younger and teaching was her main 
role. She had recently cut back on her teaching schedule 
because of her family commitments: "I was up to five 
preparations a day, and with a house and a kid that s too 
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much." She expressed her detached relationship to teaching at 
the time of the study in this way: 
It becomes routine. When I'm not here I don't think 
about the place much. I do everything that I'm supposed 
to do. I enjoy the comradeship of the other teachers, my 
friends.... Most of the classes are relatively pleasant. 
Your marriage is important, and my child is important 
and my church work is important. 
It seemed that behind this difference in the nature of 
their involvement was a difference in the priority which 
participants allowed teaching to take in their lives. A 
significant manifestation of this difference in priority 
appeared in the amount of time the respective groups spent on 
their school work. Those participants who were single and did 
not have children of their own spent much more time on 
activities related to school than did those who were married 
with children. (In my sample all the married participants 
also had children, nor were there any single mothers among 
the group.) The unmarried participants spoke of being 
involved in extra-curricular and out-of-school activities 
with students much more often than did those who were 
married. Gillian had always been involved in a great many 
school programs on top of her ordinary teaching schedule: 
sports programs, after-school activities, "variety shows, 
double-Dutch shows, break dancing competitions--kids need 
that stuff." At the time I interviewed her she had cut back 
on these extra activities partly because she had enrolled m 
a higher degree program in education. However this degree 
meant she was still devoting a significant amount of her 
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energy to activities related to teaching. Sally and 
Christine, also single women, were both willing to 
participate in many activities during their out-of-classroom 
hours. Christine had voluntarily run the Bloodmobile for many 
years and was always keen to be involved in the students' 
doings. "I ran the Bloodmobile for the school every year. I 
really take part in many activities because I like doing 
things with the kids, dances, field trips." While I was doing 
my observations at the school the senior prom took place. 
Christine was planning to go and look at the event. She 
regretted the fact that these days students' interest in 
traditional school activities was not high. "I can't get my 
students to a game, especially a football game." Sally also 
ran various clubs and activities at her school. She had set 
up a computer lab for students to use during lunch times, and 
she had volunteered to organize activities like Students 
Against Drunk Driving and a remedial English program taught 
in conduction with the local community college. None of the 
married participants showed evidence of being significantly 
involved in any out-of-school activities. All were certainly 
conscientious teachers in the classroom but all, with the 
exception of Marjorie who will be further discussed below, 
left school relatively promptly at the end of the school day 
to collect children or to go home to domestic tasks. 
Margaret who had three school-age children spoke of "coming 
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to school for a rest." Andrea described her relationship to 
teaching in this way: 
I probably would have gotten out of teaching at this 
point except that I had children. When you have kids and 
you're working it's one of the easiest jobs. I can get 
my work done before I go home it's fantastic (Andrea). 
(It seemed that participants accepted the traditional female 
role as primary care-giver to the children. Andrea did speak 
of her and her husband making an effort to share domestic 
responsibilities, but the fact that she was a teacher, and 
free early in the day meant she spent most time with their 
children.) The married participants because of their outside 
commitments to their families devoted less time and energy to 
their work than the single participants who were freer to 
allocate their energies as they wished, and who often made 
their teaching work the chief object of their attentions. 
Lortie's (1975) analysis is useful in giving support to my 
findings. He claims that for the married women in his study 
teaching was always balanced against their home 
responsibilities (p. 92), whereas single women if they "are 
so inclined ... can express all-encompassing commitments to 
work" (p. 93). In support of his view that family 
responsibilities shape teachers' involvement in their work 
Lortie also argues that married women teachers sometimes 
changed the nature of their commitment to teaching after 
their children were older and began spending as much time 
their jobs as the most dedicated single women (p. 93). Of my 
participants only Marjorie's family was at this stage. She 
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did spend much more time at her work than the younger married 
participants--doing some "hours" of correction each night. 
However, she still did not express the kind of emotional 
attachment to her students that was professed by Rosemary or 
Christine, nor was she involved in extra-curricular 
activities with students like participants with fewer 
domestic responsibilities like Sally or Gillian. It seemed 
that her pattern of doing a good deal of schoolwork at home 
did not conflict with her domestic role in the way that 
extracurricular activities might. Overall, in comparing the 
roles chosen by the participants it seems that the 
willingness to expend more time and energy on students was 
related to the extent of participants’, out-of-school 
responsibilities. Moreover it is significant in assessing the 
impact of gender on the group of participants that all 
participants were involved in fulfilling a traditionally 
female maternal role in one way or another, whether with 
their own children or their students. It was evident that 
their involvement in these roles was central to the way they 
approached their work as a teacher. 
Women Teachers’ Relationship to Promotion 
Lortie's analysis of women teachers' patterns also 
claims that women have distinctive attitudes to promotion 
the school system. He found that the women in his study 
; expected to have an "in and out" career pattern as a result 
1 of having children and were therefore less likely to invest a 
' 
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great deal of energy in seeking promotion (p. 88). It does 
seem that the married participants like Andrea and Mary had 
little time in their lives for such interests. Moreover it 
seemed from my interviews that for all the participants 
promotion was not a central concern. Their involvement in the 
classroom, despite its frustrations, was a sufficient source 
of satisfaction for them. (There were signs of change in this 
regard which I will explore later in this section.) It should 
be noted, however, that the assumption that all women fitted 
into in/out career patterns, and therefore were unsuitable 
for promotion, has often allowed employers to deny women 
access to promotion. Hence it is difficult to know how much 
participants' seeming indifference to nonclassroom roles was 
a response to their perception that it was unlikely that they 
could succeed in changing their positions. Whatever the 
motive, participants' expressions of their relationship to 
teaching were traditional: 
There's more to teaching than just teaching. There's 
listening to their problems, because they've all got 
problems. And it's teaching them manners. They don t 
appreciate it just like normal kids that you have 
wouldn't either. You get close to them at the end of the 
year (Sally) . 
It is revealing that their behavior in this regard contrasts 
ith the findings of studies about male teachers. Lortie 
reports that "most" of the men he interviewed expressed "hope 
for promotion into administrative work or other positions 
outside the classroom" (p. 95). 
w 
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Women Teachers and Innovation 
Lortie (1975) links this absence of interest in promotion 
among female teachers with a lack of interest in the broader 
issues of educational policy in their schools (p. 88). He 
found that married women's divided lives made it difficult 
for them to get involved in such matters, and single women 
tended to accept the traditional classroom-centered role. 
Again this fits with the expressed priorities of my 
participants. Mary and Andrea and Marjorie particularly, 
taught very much in the way that they had when they began 
teaching. Their lives as mothers as well as teachers did not 
give them a great deal of opportunity to be involved in new 
ideas. The other participants, Sally, Christine, Gillian, and 
Andrea, were generally more innovative in their own 
classrooms, perhaps because they had the time and energy 
since they did not have so many family commitments. 
Nevertheless they did not seem to have any ambitions to be 
involved in larger scale innovation in their schools. 
A point made earlier should be stressed here--that I am 
not claiming that participants’ approach to promotion and 
innovation was only influenced by their view of their role as 
women. The fact that the school systems were so inaccessible 
and conservative, together with participants' low 
expectations of success with urban students, were also 
factors which made involvement in the school power structure 
an irrelevance to most participants. Participants' view of 
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their role in the school system is similar to that found 
among the female elementary teachers in Sharp and Green's 
study (1975). These teachers accepted their male principal's 
authority as the chief maker of school policy. Among these 
teachers, as among my participants, female patterns of 
behavior as well as the assumptions of the school system 
combine to make for this difference. 
Participants' Deviations from Traditional Female Roles 2 
Evidence that factors of gender were important in 
defining participants' highly classroom-centered view of 
their roles came from the participants' own sense that they 
needed to be conscious of the possible limitations of these 
roles and perhaps to change them. Sally, who stated that 
"Being needed [is] one of the only things I get from this job 
that's worthwhile," also felt she had allowed the role too 
much to dominate her. At the time of the study she felt 
caught between the old image of herself as the all-giving 
teacher and a new view of her career which did not 
necessarily consist in looking after the students' needs 
firs t: 
I've been torn these last couple of years because al 
these years I've been giving to these kids and I uasn 
getting anything emotionally. [Now] it s find something 
for thl class tf do while I do my work. I never used to 
do that. I always tried to be a good teacher. 
She now wanted to do things which she previously would have 
considered "selfish", such as undertaking jobs at school 
which look good on her curriculum vitae 
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I've been classroom teaching for so many years--I felt I 
wanted to become a little more selfish than I have been, 
a little more lax in the classroom ... pay more 
attention to the projects I was doing ... I started 
writing for magazines and going to night school. I 
suppose it's the same way with being a mother. 
Sally was a participant who was explicit about seeing her 
need to change in terms of a move away from the traditional 
female role of motherhood. "I feel I've had the kids and I've 
brought them up and now it's my turn to grow." Although they 
did not express their conflicts explicitly in terms of a move 
away from a female role, both Christine and Rosemary, who 
also very earnestly dedicated themselves to students, felt 
similarly torn about their role because it left them 
"exhausted" (Rosemary). They were endeavoring to cut back on 
their commitments. "After a while I don't care who you are 
you do get tired [from] extracurricular activities. But I 
usually like it or I wouldn't do it" (Christine). 
Moreover among the married participants there was 
evidence that participants felt misgivings about their 
tolerance of teaching because it was supposed to be a good 
job for a woman. Andrea said: 
The fact that I'm still here keeps reminding me that 
don't have the motivation to look for anything else. 
Having children makes it so much easier to have this 
rather than another one yet my mere presence here is 
just a constant reminder that I should be out there 
job 
somewhere. It's a kind of 
It's a comfortable job to 
a failure in 
stay with. 
me that I m not 
The presence of these perceptions suggests the need to 
qualify the view of women teachers being content with a job 
which is wholly bound up with the students, and which offers 
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little opportunity for advancement. When we look at the 
findings of my study in relation to those of women in the 
past it seems that women teachers have always to some extent 
challenged the stereotype of their role. Their relationship 
to teaching has never been the idealized vision of women 
teachers held by school committees: content to labor for very 
little but the pleasure of looking after children (Hoffman, 
1981, p. 12). Athough school authorities liked to think of 
women as unquestioning of their classroom-based role, there 
is evidence that many of the women were very aware of, and 
often frustrated by, their lack of power in the school 
system. While they derived satisfaction from their 
relationship with students they looked for other things from 
their jobs apart from this (p. 215). Women took up teaching 
not so much for the satisfactions associated with looking 
after the young but because of the rewards of "a pay check 
and the challenge and satisfaction of work" (p. xviii). My 
investigation in chapter 4 of the background to participants 
choice of teaching as their career suggests that this is 
still true of women teachers. Here in looking at my 
participants' present involvement in teaching it is clear 
that they too did not always fit easily into the traditional 
pattern. Factors extrinsic to the relationship with students 
were as significant to participants' involvement in teaching 
as their classroom activities. Participants spoke of the 
convenience of the hours, the summers off, the companionship 
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of their colleagues, as highly significant factors in their 
choice to continue to teach. The freedom to do other things 
was mentioned by all participants whether married or not as a 
major reason why they liked teaching: 
I don’t think once you've experienced teaching--the 
hours, the convenience of it you want to do other 
things. I don't know if it's because I'm married--anyone 
who experiences them likes them (Margaret). 
I get the summers off so I can try different things ... 
I try them and I find I don't like them so I go back to 
school in September (Sally). 
Lortie (1975) also finds discontentment with the 
traditional role of women teachers among his female 
participants. He finds it most markedly among the teachers 
who had always represented the ideal of female commitment to 
teaching: older single women. These women, the so-called 
"Miss Dove ideal" (p. 97) , expressed frustration at a number 
of aspects of teaching, particularly the isolation of the 
classroom from contact with other adults (p. 97). Looking at 
the reasons for dissatisfaction expressed by my participants, 
it seems that low pay and status figured more strongly among 
my participants' grievances than they did among Lortie s 
respondents: 
One of the frustrations is that no matter how hard you 
work you aren't going to get anywhere ... no promotions. 
You don't get any more money if you work harder. I got 
to a certain age where I said I don't want to stay at 
this level all my life (Sally). 
This difference may reflect changes in women's expectations 
of their jobs since Lortie wrote. Women teachers these days 
may expect more in terms of material and status rewards than 
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did their earlier counterparts. Further evidence of changes 
in women's view of their role comes in the fact that Lortie 
did not report finding significant discontent among his 
married participants. Lortie's participants were relatively 
satisfied with their "balanced" life and did not feel the 
kind of frustration that Andrea felt about teaching's 
opportunities: 
You really need for someone that notices that you're 
working harder than anybody else, and the pay factor--it 
gets very frustrating that it's so much less than other 
people with weaker academic backrounds ... very little 
opportunity for advancement. 
It may be that Andrea reflected an attitude of a young woman 
brought up in the days of the women's movement. She had been 
a Women's Studies major in college, a field of interest 
scarcely conceived of when Lortie did his study. Andrea was 
one of the participants whose dissatisfactions with teaching 
were such that she was looking for other jobs. Sally was also 
doing this. They may be part of a move among women to 
question the belief that teaching is the ideal job for them. 
It should be noted too that union activity was a 
significant exception to participants' apolitical patterns of 
behavior. Rosemary felt worried about neglecting the kids 
during such action, but felt she had "a moral obligation to 
my colleagues" to be willing to strike. In general, like 
their colleagues in the past (Urban, 1982), the participants 
seemed to see union activity as a necessity in order to 
preserve teachers' rights in school systems which gave 
teachers little power. 
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Comparing my participants' career patterns with those in 
Lortie's (1975) study is revealing of other changes in 
women's roles in the twenty-two years since 1964 when most of 
Lortie's interviews took place. He finds that most women 
teachers expected to stop working outside the home for some 
years during their career in order to bring up their 
children. In my study the younger married participants like 
Andrea and Mary did not stop working for more than a few 
months when they had their children. Another interesting 
claim he made was that young women under the age of thirty 
were the least involved in their work of any female teachers. 
He sees them as being more interested in preparing for, or 
getting married, or in having children, than in their jobs 
(p. 93). One wonders whether the changes in women's career 
patterns such that contemporary women more often keep their 
jobs after marriage might have brought about a change m 
younger women teachers' approach to their work. As I 
explained in discussing the design of my study the hiring 
policies of the school systems in which I did my research 
meant there were very few young teachers in the schools in 
which I looked for participants. Hence I have no data 
relevant to this point. The pattern among contemporary women 
on this issue would be valuable for future studies to 
explore. 
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The other significant way in which my participants showed 
that it is important to qualify the image of women teachers 
as primarily concerned with motherhood was with regard to how 
they understood their classroom role. I have suggested 
earlier that there was considerable debate among participants 
as to the extent to which they should emphasize academic 
learning in their teaching, and how much looking after the 
students' emotional needs should be paramount. However it 
would not be accurate to say that those participants who 
favored the latter approach had no interest in the teaching 
of academic knowledge. Rather where possible they taught the 
traditional English program. The decision to make academic 
standards less important in their teaching was more a 
response to their perception of the particular needs of the 
students in this context than the result of their 
disinclination to be involved in academic matters. Hoffman 
(1981) argues that although women teachers in the past were 
not supposed to be interested in academic learning, an 
examination of the attitudes of the teachers themselves shows 
that this was not the case. Rather, many of the early women 
teachers were interested in teaching precisely because it was 
almost the only available opportunity to pursue their 
interest in learning through a career (p. 13). W 
participants certainly revealed similar enthusiasm for their 
subject. Their decision to cut back on the "normal" academic 
the sake of their low-achieving students was the program for 
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result of considerable intellectual debate about the 
appropriate way to view curriculum. There was no evidence 
that they felt incapable of dealing with a more academic kind 
of learning. On the contrary their successful experience as 
students had given them confidence that they could manage the 
intellectual demands of teaching very well, although as I 
suggested in chapter 4 they may not have felt confident 
enough to enter more prestigious academic professions, 
particularly ones in scientific areas. 
The very choice to do secondary rather than 
elementary-schoo1 teaching suggests that participants felt 
comfortable with a more academic kind of teaching. There is 
evidence that women continue to most frequently choose 
elementary school teaching, and this may partly be 
attributable to their lack of confidence in themselves in 
relation to academic matters (Lortie, 1975, p. 8-9). However, 
without looking more closely at the perceptions of elementary 
school teachers, it is difficult to say whether my 
participants were more confident of themselves in this area 
than the female teachers who choose to work with young 
children. 
There is also evidence that male teachers when asked what 
they felt was most impor tant in teaching, their 
"interpersonal" relationship with students or their "interest 
in the subject matter field," said the relationship with 
students was the essential thing (quoted in Lortie, 1975, p. 
253 
28). This suggests that women do not have a monopoly on the 
desire to have strong emotional relationships with students. 
Clearly the issue of what are distinctly female 
characteristics needs to be more thoroughly explored. The 
stereotypical view of women teachers' roles is not adequate. 
In this chapter thus far I have explored the background 
to participants' tendency to concentrate on the world of 
their classrooms to the exclusion of other school concerns. A 
number of factors can be seen interacting to bring about this 
pattern: the way in which the school context restricts 
teachers' powers, the great difficulties associated with 
teaching in an urban context, and the impact of participants' 
socialization as female teachers. The nature of the 
interaction was different for each participant although all 
the factors were present in some form in each of their 
stories. In the case study of Sally which follows, her own 
consciousness of the impact of gender and class on her career 
makes very clear the influence of these factors in her 
experience. Given the pervasiveness of the influence of 
female socialization and class in all the participants 
experience it is a fitting profile with which to end these 
chapters of analysis of my material. Her story also 
illustrates the pattern which has been an important theme in 
this study--she like all the participants was a diligent 
student who later taught students very different from 
herself. Finally, her profile also serves to dramatize the 
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kind of teaching conditions which were common to all the 
participants. The case study of Sally will be followed by my 
final chapter which will sum up my findings and suggest their 
implications for educational reform. 
Profile of Sally 
There were three girls in the family. Since there was no 
brother the three of us were treated equally, and given 
everything and no one had to sacrifice anything. I'm^in the 
middle. They tend to be more independent from what I've 
heard. And I am more independent. My mother cooked the food 
and put it in front of me, and my father was always working. 
My father is Irish, and I think it's very Irish that the 
father doesn't want the daughters to leave the house. He 
would have me if he could living there until I was sixty 
years old. I don't feel my mother was very happy because she 
stayed in the house all the time with the kids. She was never 
allowed to work because a woman's place was home. I^could 
sense her frustration and maybe that affected me. I'm not 
married. I never have been married. I never felt any great 
desire to be married, or have kids because I guess I wasn t 
brought up in the traditional role of "You're the girl in the 
family." . , , .. , . A r 
I always excelled at art and they provided all kinds ot 
things for me at home. Learning was always easy for me, it 
was never an effort. [On the first day ofschoolj I can 
remember a lot of kids crying--I liked being away from home. 
In those days there were no problems. Everyone was perfectly 
disciplined. , r ^-i 
The teachers in elementary school [were] all women, ail 
ugly, all very domineering. I always felt they had.nothing 
else going on in their lives except the class of kids so t ey 
they had to have total control over them. I never wanted to 
be like them, and to this day I strive not to be. For these 
women the classroom was their house, was their family an 
theiInki'unior high I had a lot of friends, good grades. Two 
things I excelled in were athletics and art. The teachers 
^ v, KoM-pr than in elementary school, and probably 
were much better than in eieieu y teacher. I remember 
that's the beginnings of wanting to be a teacner ^ the 
be just a regular guy. 
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I had to be a cheer leader. I had to be on the journalism 
staff. I had to write the best story. The perfect student--I 
never cut class. I can remember being a cheer leader and we 
had to practice every night after school, and I'd have to 
walk home--three miles away. There'd be a couple of games a 
week, in between cheers I'd study my notes. I excelled at 
science and math more than I did at English. I had trouble 
with reading as I got older. But I liked English because it 
wasn't logical, it wasn't all brain work. There was a lot of 
feeling involved. 
My family didn't have much money. I was more or less told 
that I had to go to the community college. If I wanted to go 
to college that's where I had to go. They appealed to my 
sympathies. In my family to be a teacher is a big thing. 
Nobody had gone to college before me. I went to Chadstone 
State mainly because of finances, and I was very disappointed 
to find my class in college was smaller than my class in high 
school. I wanted to transfer right away. I hated it. There 
were a couple of classes every semester that I kind of liked. 
Usually they were English classes, so I'd concentrate on 
them. ( 
I always wanted to be in school in some way--that s why I 
became a teacher. I always loved going to school. The summer 
was boring. I always couldn* t wait for school to begin. When 
I was growing up a woman was a nurse, a secretary, a teacher, 
or she stayed home. Nobody ever told me about all those 
exciting, exotic jobs out there. I didn t want to be a 
secretary and I certainly didn't want to be a nurse. And I 
didn't want to get married so I became a teacher. I think at 
that time it was still the traditional role of women. It was 
being phased out but it was still there and I suffered for 
Practice teaching I lost twenty pounds doing it. I 
twenty when I practice taught. The teacher I was under 
the worst guy. He put all five classes on me, plus the 
room plus the study. But the kids were so great to me 
reallyPenjoyed teaching them something. I started to feel 
the first time in my life grown up--getting through it, 
knowing so many people hadn't knowing \ °ht them 
liked me made me feel good, and knowing that I taught the 
s°mething.hard t0 t a job. I was thinking it would be nice 
S°p ?r$t S.M 







screaming segregation and prejudice and all that. You 
couldn't use the word black when you taught--I was told not 
to. Puerto Ricans were referred to as Spanish speaking 
students. I knew nothing about the city. It was a totally 
different world. It took me a while to get to know their 
family background. I thought everyone was from the same type 
of famliy as me. Everyone was pregnant when I first started 
teaching. Everyone looked up to you if you got pregnant. I 
couldn't understand that. 
I think I was too strong a disciplinarian that first 
year. I wanted to start out right. I tried to mold myself 
after them [the "domineering" teachers in elementary school]. 
It didn't really work for me. There were times in the past 
when I would literally drop a pin, and if I couldn't hear it 
they'd come in for a detention. 
I feel as though I'm from a whole different planet. Maybe 
the inner city was this way all the time and I just didn t 
realize it. There seems no rules now for these kids. They 
stay out all night, they drink. A lot of them are sexually 
active. I say to myself no wonder they didn't do the homework 
last night--if somebody were there to tell them you're in by 
seven or eight, if you have homework I want to see your 
homework. I guess I tend to feel sorry for them because I 
feel they're missing a lot. But maybe I'm wrong. Maybe I 
missed a lot. Everything is music and parties and sex and 
fun. They have a right to some of that, it's when it gets in 
the way of other things ... . They accept being on welfare. 
Thev make iokes about it. At least half of them are on 
welfare. I don't think anyone in this school has any money. 
There's probably a few who are a good average, but most of 
them haven't any money at all. They still spend a lot of 
money, on junk. I guess I'm stereotyping. There are some 
really good kids that study all the time, and they work after 
school and they save their money. 
I find they don't have many goals. They should see what s 
out there and they don't seem to care. _1 have to 8!;°P "^o 
when I see a tenth grader getting married. I want to say No 
don't do that you're too young." I think a lot of my kids are 
lacking love and attention. So they dram me. They have to 
get it§from somewhere so they take it wherever they can ge 
11’ Manv of them you'll be out shopping and you'll see them 
vorkingYt K-Mar/or McDonald's, and that's OK because I ve 
often seen some of my students' managers. To them that s 
good. I bet they're making enough money. I fee goo a o 
at least mv kid is a manager. 
My^college classes, the worst classes I have all day 
long:^very vocal and quite conceited because be?‘r'|.P 
college group in this school is big. This is a irks 
school. So what if half of them ar® [YevYriVsettle down. 
me because they are more creative but they don t s 
The business group is a lot more hyper , kind ot in 
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lse It's more rewarding to teach than the college group becau 
they don't think they know it all. The more intelligent 
students don't even need you. They could teach themselves. 
There should be more of that [teaching themselves] but it 
doesn't give me any kind of a feeling. [Being needed] that's 
one of the only things I get from this job that's worthwhile. 
In college prep [I give more] intricate kind of tests than in 
the business group, stress writing, more essay tests; in the 
business [class], more multiple choice or matching, the 
things that a secretary would need--a lot of vocabulary, a 
lot of letter writing, very little Shakespeare. I try to go 
into more depth with the college prep because I know theyrll 
need it, and it's required. I've always liked grammar. I 
don't teach enough of that because I become frustrated 
because I'm not getting their attention. 
I try to have them establish goals, just say them out 
loud so they'll have something. I don't give an awful lot of 
work. If I did they'd probably fail anyway--a medium amount 
of work. I give them homework maybe twice a week, and I grade 
it. They know I grade it. 
The black lingo, the slang, I get a charge out of. I 
really like it, and I try to keep up with it and keep a list. 
Every now and then I'll make a pact with a class: I'll use 
your slang, but you have to use proper English. We have fun 
doing that. They know it's not grammatically correct. They do 
it just to be chill. We spend whole periods talking about 
"What does it mean?" and "Look how you're changing the 
English language." It makes them feel special. 
Possibly because I haven't been married and I haven't had 
kids a lot of times I felt very close to these kids. They 
were a big part of my life. There s more to teaching than 
just teaching. There's listening to their problems, because 
they've all got problems. And it's teaching them manners. 
They don't appreciate it just like I guess normal kids that 
you have wouldn't either. You get close to them at the end of 
the year. Maybe it would be good to to go through the three 
hiah school years with the same kids. Some kids I won t let 
thlm fail! And I tell them that. "You're not going to fail 
this term. You're going to do the work. T 
[Sometimes] I feel they're taking too much from me I 
just want to go out there and get a job t^t will benef 
myseL". Sometimes you get to that point--it doesn t last to 
irmo T feel I'm taken advantage of a lot. I get trustraiea 
whenY'have'to repeat things, ! lot of 1*ea aren't hstetmg. 
I get the summers off so I can try differen , | 
nonacademic, nonintellectual things, exercise class 
instructor, in stores in * lly Jults. 
X trytotherr'jobs.ri°find I don’t like them so I can come back 
t0 ^th^ngfi^chers] never see each other We 
given a curriculum every so many years 
are 
It tells you what you 
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have to cover. It wouldn't last the whole year. [I've had] 
the same material for fourteen years. They haven't given me 
any new books. I've tried everything I can think of to be 
creative. You hit a point where you have to look elsewhere to 
be creative. I've tried several things and the school 
department has blocked them. It builds up a lot of 
frustration. No matter what you do nobody checks. One of the 
frustrations is that no matter how hard you work you aren't 
going to get anywhere--no promotions. You don't get any more 
money if you work harder. There's fear among the teachers 
that somebody's going to be better than they are. There's 
fear in the principal that the teachers are going onto 
something higher. I got to a certain age where I said I don't 
want to stay at this level all my life. The money's not great 
but they give you so much of an increase every year it keeps 
you there. 
I've been burnt out for a good five years, but I try to 
fight it. You get up in the morning and you just don't want 
to go to school, whereas you used to look forward to it. I 
started writing for magazines, going to night school. It was 
hard to find a balance between how much to give to the 
classroom, and how much to give to other things that I 
thought were selfish. I suppose it's the same way with being 
a mother. I tried to set up lessons where I'll set up the 
rules, and: "I want the finished product to be this, and I 
want to see how well you do it on your own, so I'm not going 
to disturb you unless there's some big question in your 
mind." And then that's giving me the time to maybe correct 
the papers that I couldn't do at night because I was doing a 
project. I never used to do that I always tried to be a good 
teacher. I guess I'm coming down hill now because I know I'm 
going to be moving out. I want to move on by sacrificing in 
some area. What these kids don't get from me they can get 
from another teacher. Dedicated teacher--there s no such 
thing forever. , , 
t'H 1 i k p to teach college some day. I think that would be 
between s 
Most of the teachers have families. 
There's nowhere to go. Not having much 
my direction to grow would be my job. ]• 
fimnov T Viavp to erow in order to be al 
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cut corners. If you're a man and you want to earn an OK 
living for your family, and you're really lazy you become a 
teacher. I think women put more into it, maybe maternal 
instincts. I think a women doesn't look at it as a job. I can 
remember coming in and feeling at times I didn't care if I 
got paid. I just really enjoyed it. They don't look at it so 
much as a man does--as a job, a pay check. There are 
exceptions, I'm sure. 
Analysis of Sally 
What was striking in looking at Sally's work as a teacher 
were the ways in which she had followed in the footsteps of 
the "domineering" women elementary school teachers whose 
patterns she so much wished to avoid. It is true that Sally s 
style of teaching was very different from that of the 
traditional "Miss Dove" type who was harsh and humorless! 
Sally's teaching was distinctive for its light touch. However 
there were a number of other ways in which she did conform to 
the image of the traditional female teacher. Like the 
stereotypical woman teacher, she had made teaching the focus 
of her life; as she saw it, teaching had taken the place of 
family commitments which a married woman might have had. 
Although her involvement in her teaching had diminished in 
recent times, both the interviews and observations suggested 
the kind of energy that she had put into her work earlier in 
her career. Also, the kind of role she adopted m the 
classroom retained important elements of the traditional 
authoritarian teacher pattern. Like her predecessors, the 
"domineering" elementary school teachers, the image she 
presented to students was one which suggested her firm 
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control over the world of the classroom. She also took it 
upon herself to be not simply a teacher of the skills of 
reading and writing but a mentor and guide to students on 
matters that she felt were important. In this she followed in 
the footsteps of female teachers in the past who were seen by 
their society, and often saw themselves, as nurturing 
students as well as teaching them. As she says: "There's more 
to teaching than just teaching. There's listening to their 
problems ... . It's teaching them manners." 
In analyzing Sally's patterns as a teacher I will also be 
examining in more detail some of the general patterns I have 
explored in the study. Sally's story exemplifies the dilemma 
which has been there for all the participants between 
accepting the students' deviations from what participants 
felt students should be and trying to make them fit into this 
traditional pattern. Her approach to this question was that 
adopted by a number of teachers in the study. Unlike the 
conservative participants Sally felt free to abandon aspects 
of the traditional academic-teacher role. Instead she saw 
hersel as a motherly guide to students. However, like all the 
participants, her approach to her students was still in the 
traditional pattern of English teaching. Her curriculum was 
traditional: some grammar, composition writing, and reading, 
often from school anthologies. Moreover, I will argue in the 
this analysis that although she differed from a thoroughly 
traditional participant like Mary in that she allowed 
261 
students an active and vocal role in her classes, she did 
place important limitations on students' contributions. This 
made her approach not radically different from the 
traditional, authoritarian role. Sally's story also presents 
a version of the pattern of relationship to teaching which 
has been described earlier in this chapter, such that 
participants adopted a classroom-centered view of their role. 
As I have argued was true for all the participants, for Sally 
this role was defined not only by the nature of the school 
context, (the kind of students she worked with, the power 
structure of the school) but by her own view of her role. As 
she was aware, factors of gender were important in defining 
this view of her role. 
Sally's motherly view of her role was often manifested 
in her concern for students’ welfare both as students and as 
individuals. She demonstrated this in interviews and to the 
students themselves in the classroom. She quite frequently 
made this kind of speech to her students. 
A lot of students I've had in the past that have ... 
dropped out of school. They hit fifteen and they drop 
out of school. And you know a few years later they re 
back in my classes again. They could have saved so much 
time if they'd stayed in school. They would have 
graduated by then. 
In many instances her concern went beyond the students 
academic progress to an interest in their lives outside of 
school. So the reading of a play about conflicts between 
parents and children was followed by asking students to write 
about communication between the generations, a topic which 
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gave her the opportunity to express her views on the matter. 
In the passage which follows, the students have been making 
suggestions about things which made it difficult for parents 
to appreciate their children: 
Bill: How about manners? You know like bad 
manners--like you--habits. 
Sally: OK, habits. 
Bill: Bad habits is another one like smoking or 
drinking. 
Sally: All right smoking. 
Bill: Say if your parents don't smoke and you do. 
Sally: Ask yourself too--why do you smoke? Is it 
because your friends smoke? Is it really a good habit 
for you? How did it start? Maybe your parents have a 
point. OK. One more. 
Bill: bet's see now. 
Sally: Why don't your parents appreciate you? 
Bill; For certain things that you do that are 
wrong—because they just make love. 
Sallv: Oh (mock screams) I don't even want to hear 
about that--you're too young. I don't even want to hear 
that. 
Bill: Well I'm just telling you the way it is--that s 
what-- 
Sally: All right. I was thinking of 
this: Do you ever make an attempt to 
parents by the hand and really talk 
communicate. 
something more like 
actually take your 
to them--really 
Sarah: No. 
Marshall: Every day. 
Sally: You know you feel like you can t talk to them 
Have you ever tried it? 
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In this discussion Sally expressed her opinions about what 
the students ought to do. Her statements went beyond what was 
necessary to help students to complete their assignment and 
were comments about how she felt they should act. During the 
same lesson this exchange took place: 
Sally: I want to tell you something now. I want to tell 
you something now that I want you to remember. Your 
parents are older than you are and they have -- 
Bill: --the experience. 
Sally: OK the experience behind them. And they may not 
always be right, but you make notations in your brain, 
most of the time when all is said and done they really 
were right. They really were. [She pauses and goes to 
the chalkboard] OK topic sentence? 
In this instance she quite seriously played the role of wise 
adult, giving advice to her children. She often used this 
role humorously: in the discussion over the students 
’’habits"--their 'making love,' she seemed to feel things have 
gone too far, and playing the role of the shocked adult was a 
way of ending the subject. The result in both cases was the 
same--to deliver her judgment of the issue in question. 
Sally also adopted the voice of an individual from a 
different social world from the students, making comments on 
their attitudes and behavior from this external perspective. 
She was highly conscious from the beginning of her teaching 
career of the differences in values between herself and the 
students. Although she occasionally had moments of doubt 
about the relevance of her attitudes to the students, for the 
most part she felt it was her duty to promote the values of 
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education and hard work which she grew up with. In the 
following excerpt she discussed with students the fact that 
they had not studied for a test: 
Bill: You shouldn't have homework on Monday because 
coming back after the weekend, Sunday it's-- 
Sally: Well you know I used to spend all night 
Sunday studying. 
Marshall: What are you going to do--give us a free 
period? 
Sally: I don't know. I hate you to all fail 
because it's Monday and you all had so much fun on 
Sunday-- 
Discussion about the issue follows. 
Yvonne: Wait a minute isn't that them words? 
Students laugh. 
Yvonne: Wait a minute. Isn't that them words? 
Sally: Right. It's them words. What did you just say 
Yvonne? Isn't that what? 
Yvonne: Those words. 
Sally: Those words. Wait a minute. How many of you 
s tudied? 
Gail: Studied what? 
Students laugh. 
Sally: Vocabulary. 
There is further discussion. 
Sally: I'm really getting concerned because there s 
only six weeks left and for a lot of you it's your 
last chance to really end in a big burst. I 
don’t know. Would it do any good-maybe 1 won t 
if I say we'll take the test tomorrow: \vill you 
study tonight or will you just fall by the way 
side? 
Further discussion on the issue. 
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Marshall: It's required of us. 
Bill: Yeah, give us a free period. 
Tony: Oh yes. 
Sally: I have a lot up my sleeve. 
Bill: Yeah armpits, armpits. Give us a free period. 
Student suggests what she might have up her sleeve. 
Sally: No not even that. I have something else up my 
sleeve. There’ll be spelling and definitions. Will it do 
any good, now be honest with me, if I say we'll have the 
test tomorrow instead? 
Student: Yeah. 
Sally: Jane, how about you? Will you do better 
tomorrow? 
Jane: Yeah. 
Sally [to another student] I know you you'll do all 
right. 
Bill: I'll do better. 
Sally If it's just one day standing between passing 
and failing then I can put it off until tomorrow but no 
longer--OK? 
In this exchange the distance between herself and the 
students in cultural and social terms was obvious. The 
differences were there in her statement about herself when 
young, and implicit in the contrast between the students' way 
of speaking and her own. Her statements also gently implied 
the superiority of her patterns in comparison to those of the 
students. She was amused by the students habits and their 
way of talking, yet she felt she must correct them. The 
interaction made clear that despite her professed desire to 
be close to the students, she remained a person "from a whole 
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different planet." This limited the extent to which she was 
in genuine contact with the students. In the above exchange 
both she and the students were almost playing comic parodies 
of their roles: she the concerned teacher and they the 
recalcitrant students. The exchange did not result in 
particularly honest communication either on her part, or by 
the students. Both preferred to keep their distance from the 
truth of the situation. They told her what she wanted to 
hear: "I'll do better." And she did not question their 
responses. At times she did sound somewhat exasperated: "I'm 
really getting concerned ..." but for the most part she 
maintained a humorous distance between herself and them. This 
distance was a measure of the way in which she, like all the 
participants, only took partial responsibility for the 
students' lack of achievement. She said during her 
interviews: "They fail. I don't." This was evident in the 
irony of her final remark in the exchange: "If there's just 
one day..." Clearly there was a lot more than "one day" 
between many of the students' passing and failing. Despite 
her belief in herself as a mother to her students she kept 
somewhat aloof from them. 
Her matriarchal role was evident in the way she 
maintained firm control of the agenda in discussions, 
reserving the right to change the subject if she wished. In 
the exchange which follows, the discussion was on what made 
it difficult for the students to appreciate their parents: 
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Sally: What makes it difficult for you to appreciate 
them? 
Bill: Church you know religion--some people go 
three times a day, three times a week-- 
Sally: What you want to see--you want space to have 
your own opinions? Is that what you're telling me? 
Bill: Yeah. 
Marshall: Religion. 
Sally: I don't understand when you say religion. 
Bill: Because some like you know-- 
Marshall: Oh you know my parents don't believe that I 
shouldn't--if I get married or if I start courting a 
girl, and she don't go to church [unintellible] If she 
don't believe, that I shouldn't-- 
Sally: That would be a whole new composition^about 
religion, and how views are changing OK? So let s try 
to stick to this. You want more space to do what you 
want? 
Bill: Yeah more space. 
Sally: And that could easily refer to staying out 
late, or wearing certain clothes that they don t think 
you should wear. 
In this discussion Sally's view of what was relevant to the 
discussion was the view which prevailed. 
At times her distant position in relation to the 
students' culture created tension in their relationship. This 
was apparent in the next exchange in which a black student 
was recounting the plot of the play they had just read: 
Marshall: 
blue serge 
It arose a lot of problems, OK--? to 
suit, but how be ever the situation- 
get this 
Sally: "How be ever" I never heard how be ever. 
Marshall: How be ever. Out of all the words how be it 
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Sally: "How be it?" 
Marshall: You never heard of that? H-O-W B-E I-T [He 
spells it.] 
Sally: No I like that--"how be it". [ ...] a 
preacher. You would be a good preacher. 
Marshall: [irritated] I don't want to be no preacher. 
Female student: Well don't, just continue. 
This passage dramatizes Sally's approach to the black 
dialect. She described this as "getting a charge out of the 
black lingo." It seems that this meant taking an approach 
much like that of the cultural anthropologist collecting 
information about a society different from her own. She 
clearly enjoyed the process, but it did not necessarily 
result in understanding between herself and the students. In 
this case her interest in the "black lingo was initially 
enjoyed by her student, but when he suspected he was being 
stereotyped in her suggestion that he should be a "preacher" 
he reacted with some anger. Here it seems that Sally's desire 
to have the last word in discussion caused some alienation 
between herself and her students. Looking at the range of her 
interactions with students it becomes clear that despite her 
view of herself as all-accepting mother to her students, she 
maintained an position of detachment from their experience, 
making her agenda the curriculum of the class. In doing this 
she resembled all the participants who, as I have argued, 
shared a basically traditional view of the role of the 
teacher. 
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It seems that at least part of this detachment from 
students' concerns was a new thing in Sally's approach, in 
that she saw herself as having cast aside the strongly 
maternal role of the early period of her teaching. Without 
having had the opportunity to observe how she taught in 
former years it is difficult to know how much change had 
taken place, and how much her strongly controlling approach 
had always been a feature of her teaching. Looking at her 
career overall there is some evidence that she had always 
been a teacher who was aware of the possible encroachments of 
her job on her own space, and worked to keep her school 
commitments limited. Even in her first years of teaching she 
had a rule that she did not take work home. She felt she 
needed that time for herself. By the time of the study she 
claimed that when: "I walk out the door I'm not a teacher 
anymore." More important than the amount of time that she 
allowed teaching to occupy, she had always made sure that she 
was in control in the classroom. As she said during the 
interviews, she began her teaching being a very strong 
disciplinarian". The ability to manage the students was 
something she had mastered early in her career. Hence there 
had always been a self-protective detachment in her 
"motherly" approach. This makes the changes which were 
occurring at the time of the study more explicable. When I 
observed her she was able to control with a light touch, yet 
control very firmly. Moreover it was also clear from my 
270 
observations that she was able to teach with minimal 
preparation. She existed on the ideas and preparation o£ her 
fourteen years' experience in teaching. Since she had been 
given no new books during these fourteen years, familiarity 
with the material was not a problem. She had established a 
stockpile of assignments which she was able to use from year 
to year, and was able to prepare for classes more or less on 
the spot. Even the grading of the papers was sometimes done 
in class--she asked the students to read their papers aloud 
to the group and she made the grading of them the subject of 
class discussion. In the same way as she rationalized to the 
students her practice of setting them independent work to do 
while she pursued her own projects by saying it encouraged 
more autonomous learning, she was also able to justify 
educationally the idea of getting students to participate m 
the grading process. Her approach was to teach her classes 
with the minimum of preparation relying on her experience to 
get her through. It was clear that her priority was not her 
teaching. For instance, one day during the study she 
commented that she was very tired, having stayed up most of 
the night to write a paper for her night-school course. Her 
classes often showed the evidence of her earlier greater 
involvement in that she clearly had a repertoire of 
activities that worked. The discussion of parent/child 
relationships which has been excerpted here was typical of 
these. Hence it seems that although she had always approached 
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students with more detachment than the label ’’mother" might 
suggest, she was more distant now than before. 
Looking at Sally's career it is interesting to consider 
whether it was the alienation of the students in her classes 
which had led her to withdraw from her job in the way that 
she had. It seems that the students were part of what created 
frustration in her--she looked forward to teaching in college 
where they might be more involved in the subject matter, and 
discipline was less of an issue. As she said she saw these 
kids as often "lacking love and attention" so that the 
demands they placed on a teacher were very great: "They drain 
me." However as the interactions discussed show she had 
little difficulty in managing to make daily contact with the 
students relatively enjoyable, and yet not be too taxing of 
her energy. It seemed that the relationship with students in 
itself was not sufficiently sustaining, nor sufficiently 
frustrating for it to be the critical factor in defining her 
attitude toward teaching. More frustrating for her was the 
general absence of stimulation and opportunities for 
advancement in teaching. The fact that she was doing "the 
same thing in the same room" as she had been doing for 
fourteen years, and had received little encouragement or 
reward for her trouble were sources of frustration to her. 
Her need of some sense of direction and future in her work 
was strong, and nothing in her work as a teacher gave this to 
f community spirit in her school; 
her. There was no sense o 
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all she encountered was "fear” of change in the principal and 
the other teachers. Hence she saw no option but to look 
outside the school for her future. 
What was new in her thinking was the idea that the cost 
of advancement in her career was the loss of her relationship 
with the students. She felt that she must ’’sacrifice" 
something to progress, and the close relationship with 
students seemed the thing that must go. She was herself still 
somewhat shocked that she should come to this conclusion 
since she had always thought of the students as the central 
responsibility of her work. "I never used to do that. I 
always tried to be a good teacher. But given her feelings 
about the restrictions of her situation, her separation from 
the students was a mattter of self-preservation. There was no 
possible compromise between her needs and those of the 
students. She must sacrifice her relationship with them if 
she was to "grow". In saying this Sally showed a new 
perspective on the traditional female classroom role which 
she had up until now been fulfilling. 
I said at the outset of this analysis of Sally s 
relationship with her work that in a number of ways she 
resembled the traditional female teacher in the way she 
pursued her career. That she should be like women teachers in 
the past is not surprising in that it seems that the same 
factors of gender which influenced them were very significant 
forces in shaping her career. Like the other participants in 
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the study, and women teachers historically, it is clear that 
her choice to do teaching in the first place had more to do 
with the fact that she was a woman, than with any career 
preferences she might have had. As has been true for women 
teachers in the past Sally's class background was also 
important in leading her to do teaching. Teaching represented 
the first money she had had in her life. It was the first 
time in her life she had felt "grown up." These have been the 
patterns among women teachers in the U.S. Teaching has 
represented one of very few employment opportunities open to 
women from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Hoffman, 1981, p. 
xvii). For Sally, as for her forebearers, the lure of 
security and independence more than the intrinsic nature of 
the job brought her to teaching. Contrary to the traditional 
belief that women do teaching because they like to look after 
children, Sally was as much attempting to escape the unhappy 
domestic situation of her mother as she was looking for a 
relationship with children. One wonders too whether choosing 
to teach English, rather than science or math at which she 
performed best, may have had something to do with female 
socialization away from scientific areas. In the same way it 
is likely that choosing teaching allowed her to still be a 
regular guy"--not stand out from the crowd academically, 
which women were not supposed to do. Moreover when she began 
teaching she fulfilled the traditional female role in that 
she came to very strongly affirm the relationship with 
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students as her primary responsibility; so much so that she 
enacted with enthusiasm the socially prescribed female role 
of being "mother" to students. Like her predecessors who 
taught Christian values to ex-slaves or to the children of 
immigrants, she saw her role as one of moral guide to 
s£y(^0Yit.s as well as teacher of English. Her attachment to her 
mother-role was clear in the fact that even as she was 
attempting to abandon the role, she still tended to feel that 
looking after students well was the special talent of women 
teachers, and to feel that men did not do it adequately. (Men 
are "lazy.") Because of her primary concern with maintaining 
a close relationship with students it was only late in her 
career that she began to be interested in advancement outside 
the classroom, a pattern which has also been characteristic 
of female teachers. 
In many ways Sally's situation was similar to that of 
women teachers in the past. She was caught in her role as 
classroom teacher, having no options within the school system 
through which to progress. But she was also different from 
female teachers before her in that she was not only conscious 
of the constraints of her situation, but also felt that she 
had options outside teaching to pursue. Such was not the case 
for earlier women teachers. 
CHAPTER IX 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
My participants' stories and their activities point to 
patterns in terms of past experience and present approach 
among women teachers who teach English in urban schools. In 
this chapter I will conclude my investigation of participants 
by looking at the ways in which their approaches to students 
might have contributed to the cycle of low achievement by the 
students in these schools. This analysis of the significance 
of participants' roles will lead to a summary of my findings 
about the impact of participants' socialization, and the 
contexts in which they taught, on their approaches to their 
work. My conclusions about the nature of participants roles 
will be the basis for discussion, in the latter part of this 
chapter, of necessary reform in teacher education, m school 
systems,and in social attitudes. 
The Maintenance of Inequality 
Participants' Roles 
In order to come to a full understanding of 
participants' contributions to the students' academic 
achievement I would need to conduct a systematic 
investigation of what the students were actually experiencing 
in their classes. It would have been valuable to have 
interviewed students about what they felt they were learning, 
and to have looked at samples of the work they were 
producing. However, during my observations I was able to look 
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at the students' responses to what they were being taught. 
This knowledge, together with participants' own assessments 
of what they achieved, allowed me to come to some 
understanding of the impact of participants' teaching on 
their students. 
Those participants whom I have described as more 
conservative in their approach to English teaching believed 
that they were achieving very little with their lower level 
students. In observing these teachers at work I found little 
evidence that their pessimistic view of their achievements 
with students was exaggerated. In the junior high school 
classes the students' writing activities were largely 
restricted to grammar and vocabulary exercises, which left 
little time for more extended writing. Their literature 
consisted of readings from class anthologies, or prescribed 
books. In the high schools the emphasis was on formal writing 
exercises, such as summaries or book reviews, and literature 
continued to be mainly from anthologies of short stories. In 
general, students in these classes appeared passive and 
sometimes negative in their attitudes towards classroom 
activities. Moreover, they also were exposed to participants' 
view of them as inadequate students. It seemed that students' 
confidence and willingness to work were damaged by these low 
expectations, and that students were learning that English 
consisted of exercises out of a textbook, and that they were 
not good at it. 
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I have noted that this conservative group of 
participants, like all the teachers in the study, believed 
that the pattern of poor achievement by low-income and 
minority students was something that they had little control 
over, that the problem lay with the students relationship 
with school. However, from my observations, it was clear that 
the teaching of these participants did little to improve the 
students' relationship with English, and in fact seemed to 
reinforce in the students any negative attitudes they might 
have had. 
My investigations of the more innovative group of 
participants showed that this group played a more various 
role with students than the participants discussed above. 
They felt, because of the students' alienation from school, 
that they needed to spend class time cultivating friendly 
relationships with the students. They also gave students more 
extended writing assignments, and some choice of reading 
material. However, like their traditional colleagues, they 
were very conscious that the students had a long way to go 
before they reached standards of English expression which 
would be acceptable in society. As a result, participants 
spent a good deal of time correcting the students' errors 
oral and written English. In observing the participants at 
work I noted that the students’ contributions to discussion 
and their written work, were undermined by their teachers’ 
show them the correct way. Some of these desire to 
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participants too, showed their doubts about the students' 
potential in a tendency to talk down to them, rather than 
treat them as capable students. These more innovative 
participants certainly succeeded in getting students to be 
more actively involved in learning than did their 
conservative colleagues. And yet, because of their tendency 
to focus on the students' problems rather than on their 
strengths, it seemed that this group of participants did more 
to keep the students in their positions at the bottom of the 
tracking system than they realized. 
I have claimed that the participants' perception of the 
students as "problem students" because of their backgrounds 
had a negative effect on students' achievement. However, in 
arguing this I am aware that it is difficult to assess the 
effect of students' backgrounds on their achievement. That 
is, it difficult to know how accurate participants were in 
seeing their power to affect changes in students 
relationship to school as severely limited by the students 
low-income and minority backgrounds. It is true that many of 
the students in participants’ classes were poorly fed and 
clothed, and had very unsettled home lives. It is likely that 
these problems made it difficult for them to do well at 
school. Moreover, there is evidence that the education 
low-income and minority students receive at home does not 
prepare them for success in contemporary school systems 
the way that middle-class children are prepared (Ogbu, 1974) 
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Thus it would be unrealistic for teachers of low-income and 
minority students not to be aware of the difficulties of the 
students' backgrounds in relation to education. However, 
participants at times allowed their awareness of the 
students' backgrounds to dominate their perception of 
students, and saw these backgrounds as to blame for all the 
students' problems at school. This excessive consciousness of 
the students' problems was one factor which prevented 
participants from making English a satisfying and 
confidence-building experience for the students. 
The Role of the School Context 
The analysis of the pattern of inequality in education 
presented thus far in this chapter has laid considerable 
responsibility on the participants for the students' 
achievements or the absence of them. It is important to 
remember, however, that the kind of response to students 
which was characteristic of participants was the kind of 
attitude to students which the school systems embodied in 
their policies and their structures. For participants to have 
had anything other than minimal expectations of their 
low-level students in school systems which institutionalised 
the idea of an educational hierarchy in which there will 
always be a bottom group would have been surprising. 
Moreover, the school systems made it difficult for a y 
teacher to deviate from the traditional kind of English 
course. Grades were compulsory, the teaching of grammar was 
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assumed by English departments, and there was little access 
to new ideas and materials. While there were few actual 
prohibitions on altering the curriculum (teachers were left 
to plan their classes largely on their own), nothing 
encouraged change, and there were some pressures against it. 
For instance, while a participant would probably not have 
been officially censured if she had decided not to teach 
grammar in her classes, her decision would have been an 
isolated one, and most likely would have attracted criticism 
from some of her colleagues. It would have taken a individual 
with considerable initiative to have made such a move. 
The Role of Participants' Backgrounds and Socialization 
Initiative for change was one of the qualities which 
participants’ backgrounds and experience had least 
encouraged. As females they were taught to be passive and 
dutiful towards authority. As working-class students too, 
they felt pressure to conform to the norms of the 
hierarchical education system in order to succeed. Both their 
female and their working-class socialization encouraged them 
to see their futures in terms of being workers rather than 
leaders. As participants' careers developed, the influence of 
their upbringing to be deferential in the face of authority 
continued to be manifested. Participants' sense of their 
responsibilities as wives and mothers contributed to their 
pattern of not seeing themselves in positions of leadership 
in the school system. Their attraction to the traditional 
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female, student-centered role also allowed them to fit in 
with the school systems' tendency to want to keep teachers 
out of their decision-making processes. Participants' pattern 
of passivity towards the issues of large-scale reform in 
their school was therefore a product of both their own 
tendencies and those of the system in which they found 
themselves. Hence, reform in teachers' approaches is 
inextricable from changes in the school systems which support 
teachers. Social attitudes also need to change if teachers 
are to be able to see their roles in new ways. In the 
following sections of this chapter I will discuss the reforms 
that are necessary in these areas. 
Reform 
Curriculum 
My study showed the need for alternatives to the 
traditional English curriculum with its emphasis on grammar, 
formal composition, and prescribed reading. Those 
participants who least altered their ideas about curriculum 
in the face of their very "different" students were the 
participants most alienated from their students and 
dissatisfied with their jobs. The programs which were more 
successful in terms of teacher satisfaction and student 
learning were those of participants like Christine and 
Rosemary who abandoned grammar instruction and the 
traditional literature courses and concentrated on getting 
the students to express themselves in their writing and to 
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enjoy reading. (Gillian also had a sceptical attitude to the 
values of the traditional program, although she kept within 
its basic structure in her classes.) This nontraditional 
approach is opposed by the currently powerful Back to 
Basics" movement in education which claims that there are 
certain "basics" of grammar, sentence structure, and spelling 
which students need to know in order to write. My 
investigation of the conservative participants whose classes 
were based upon this belief in teaching the "basics," 
suggests that this is a deadening approach for students whose 
patience with school is already limited. 
The abandonment of the traditional English course would 
not mean the end of the teaching of the skills of correct 
usage. However, these skills are more likely to be retained 
by students if they are taught as they come up m students 
own writing, rather than if they are taught in separate 
grammar lessons as in the conservative participants' classes. 
Rather than teach a whole class what only a few students may 
need, it is more effective to individualize instruction. 
Peer-teaching can help to spread teaching responsibilities 
which are heavy in such a program. 
My study also found that those participants who did 
pursue alternative approaches with students were somewhat 
circumscribed in their pursuit of nontraditional goals. They 
retained the traditional emphasis on teachers as correctors 
of the students' language, and conformed to the schools' 
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policy of grading the students' work. Although radical reform 
of the hierarchical school system is a remote possibility, 
and teachers may have to accept aspects of the system, 
knowledge of alternative ways to see education would help 
teachers circumvent the problems created by the schools' 
emphasis on competitive assessment of students. Particularly 
useful to my participants would have been the current 
movement in English teaching which stresses the need to 
emphasize students' language competencies rather than their 
deficiencies (Graves, 1983; Murray, 1982, Cleary, 1985). 
These researchers stress the importance of seeing writing as 
a process of improving one's own language skills, rather than 
the reaching of externally defined standards. Teachers need 
to accept the students' present stage of language development 
and encourage them to work from there. Therefore, correction 
of the students' errors should take second place to giving 
students constant practice in getting their thoughts on 
paper. Such a view of language development is particularly 
important in teaching students whose skills in standard 
English are not well developed. With these students, nothing 
in terms of language growth will be gained by making them 
afraid to use their language in the classroom. Again this 
does not mean giving up on teaching the students the skills 
of standard English. However, through discussion of the issue 
of language differences in society, students should be 
enabled to see that the teaching of standard English is not 
condemnation of their own language; rather the learning of 
standard English is a requirement for certain fields. 
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situation the teacher's task becomes one of helping students 
to have the confidence to experiment with new forms. 
English curriculum also needs to be more relevant to the 
students' experience. English classes provide an excellent 
opportunity for students to think, read, write, and talk 
about the issues which concern them. Teachers need to help 
students to discover what interests them. Also subjects like 
family life, romance, violence, work, sport are examples of 
broad themes which are likely to be meaningful to many 
students as topics for reading and writing. A number of 
participants in my study endeavored to make English relevant 
to students by including preparation for the world of work in 
the curriculum. It would have been useful also to address the 
issues of unemployment and welfare which were likely to be a 
reality for many of the students. The integration of the 
students' Interests and needs into the curriculum may have 
lessened the need for the extracurricular 'chatting' with 
students that a teacher like Christine felt she had to do. 
While participants all spoke of the problem of student 
apathy towards their own learning, it seemed that few 
participants were aware of the possibilities for organizing 
the classroom in ways which would help the students to be 
more active. Group work, peer-teaching, and role-playing are 
all ways of putting the responsibility for 
s tudents. 
Participants in my study were often no 
ways in which their language communicated 
belief in the students' academic potential 
learning on the 
t conscious of the 
their lack of 
, thereby damaging 
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students' confidence and motivation. The expression of low 
expectations and negative attitudes to students needs to be 
replaced with language which shows respect for students' 
abilities and experience. This change in language means a 
change in teachers' perceptions of the students, from a view 
of them as deficient to seeing them as having academic 
competencies. This change in attitude is difficult to 
achieve. An effort by schools and teacher educators to get 
teachers to be aware of, and explore, their present 
assumptions about students is essential if teachers are to 
alter these assumptions. The use of methods of teaching which 
uncover students' competencies rather than their failings 
will also help change teachers' attitudes. 
The ideas for changes in participants' views of English 
teaching which I have discussed in this section are not 
radically new proposals, but have been used successfully in 
some schools in the United States. It is disturbing, however, 
that these methods of teaching which stress the need to 
develop students' confidence in their abilities are most 
often used in schools in affluent areas, or in academic 
communities, where the students are often relatively 
confident of their academic abilities. There is clearly a 
need for teachers in less privileged school systems, such as 
those of the participants in my study, to have greater access 
to the findings of contemporary research on teaching. 
School Organization 
My study makes clear that the single most important 
change that schools could make is to end the isolation in 
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which almost all participants were forced to work. 
Traditional and more innovative teachers alike had few 
opportunities to discuss matters of curriculum with their 
colleagues. (Christine's reading and writing program was the 
only nontraditional approach to students which was the result 
of group effort by teachers.) Hence there is a great need for 
leadership which encourages communication between teachers. 
Regular meetings of teachers, both teachers from the same 
departments and general faculty meetings are essential. This 
means restructuring schools' schedules so that teachers are 
freed from other duties and are able to attend meetings. 
Moreover, these meetings should be more than simply 
discussion groups. Teachers need to have some power to make 
changes in the schools' approach to students. For this reform 
to take place schools must alter their assumptions about 
decision making and see the classroom teacher as having a 
role in making changes in school curriculum, rather than 
seeing these activities as the job of the administration. 
Schools also need to give more attention to the 
professional development of teachers. There are many 
teacher-education courses offered during evenings and school 
vacations, but often only the most "dedicated" teachers 
attend them since information about what is available is not 
widely circulated, and the courses are expensive. If schools 
took more responsibility for providing teachers with 
information about the possibilities for their professional 
development, and gave more encouragement and incentives to 
teachers to undertake such programs, school life would be 
enriched. Inservice courses conducted in schools are also 
valuable sources of unity and energy among staff members. 
The Conditions of Teaching 
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Another aspect of the problem of lack of communication in 
schools was revealed in participants feeling that their 
administrations had little interest in the business of the 
classroom teacher. Participants felt that administrators 
could make teachers' jobs more rewarding if they made an 
effort to recognize the work that teachers did. The complaint 
made by many of the participants was that you never get that 
positive reinforcement that you're working harder than 
anybody else” (Andrea). The importance of such encouragement 
in schools where teachers face the challenges of teaching 
students who have a history of poor achievement in the 
educational system, and who are therefore not easy to teach, 
is especially great. 
Participants' desire for recognition from their 
administrations went along with wanting the public to be 
respectful of their work. The respect that I gained for my 
participants when I came to understand their worlds and how 
they coped with them suggests that public respect for 
teachers will increase if the public has greater knowledge of 
what it is really like to be a teacher. As Connie remarked, 
teachers need much better "public relations." This is not 
something individual teachers can do on their own. It 
requires teaching faculty to be more united among themselves 
and with their administrations, than they were in the school 
that I visited. 
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The need for teachers to have a more committed and 
informed approach also means that teachers need to be paid 
sufficiently well that they will be willing to spend more 
time and energy on their school work. Participants in my 
study reiterated the current demand of many teachers in the 
U.S. for better pay. It is clear that while pay alone was not 
crucial to their satisfaction, when the job was difficult and 
often not appreciated by others, low pay was a further 
frustration. For Andrea, who did not greatly enjoy her work 
pay was another source of discontent: 
I've never grown to love the profession all that much. I 
expected more give and take between teacher and student .... 
When we went on strike we got a lot of harassment from the 
general public. That was really painful to see--the amount ot 
contempt the public really holds. And then the pay factor--I 
never expected to make a lot of money teaching but it does 
get a little frustrating when it's so much less than other 
people with weaker academic backgrounds. 
The changes in the way schools operate which seem most 
important to make are changes in communication patterns and 
attitudes. Some of these are not expensive changes to 
undertake. It costs little for administrators to be more 
appreciative of teachers. Opportunities for teachers to meet 
and discuss curriculum and policy in their schools are 
essential to improvement in the quality of education. Hence, 
it may be legitimate, on occasion, for school systems to 
sacrifice teaching time in order to have meetings. This would 
enable all teachers in a school to meet without needing to 
provide relief staff. Moreover, being given the chance to be 
part of the decision-making process of their schools may have 
its own rewards for teachers, so that they would be willing 
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to spend more time on their school work without receiving 
rewards in terms of pay or promotion. 
However, in general, changes in the priorities of schools 
require additional expenditure. The provision for more 
meetings for teachers means the release of teachers from 
other duties, and the providing of relief staff. Teachers 
need to be permitted to attend conferences without losing 
pay, and more inservice education by schools is necessary. 
Participants’ stories also demonstrated the desperate need 
for materials which addressed the issues of the students they 
taught, rather than being forced to use left-overs from the 
college program, or books that were chosen fifteen years ago. 
Teachers' unions are a potential source of group pressure 
for change in schools. These groups have usually been more 
occupied with gaining better conditions for teachers than 
with using their power to change schools' educational 
policies. Given the low pay and poor conditions which have 
been characteristic of teaching, the unions' interests are 
understandable. However, it would be valuable if unions could 
use some of their strength for the task of improving 
conditions for students. It is likely, if the students 
experience of school is improved, that it will also be better 
for their teachers. 
Teacher Education 
The stories of my participants make very clear the need 
for better teacher education both before the beginning of 
teaching, and continuing as teachers work in schools. None of 
the participants had received an education which prepared 
them to teach either minority students or disaffected 
students. A story like Mary’s, in which she explains that she 
received "not even an hour” of preparation for the coming of 
racial integration to her school, dramatizes the necessity 
for specific education for particular contexts, as well as 
the subject training with which participants were most 
familiar. 
It also would have helped participants to have had more 
awareness of the process of teaching and learning generally, 
j_nc,^yding ideas about motivation and the conveying of 
material to students. Part of this education in the processes 
of teaching should be the development of prospective 
teachers' awareness of the ways in which they use language. 
The investigation of classroom interaction in the form of 
written transcripts, audiotapes, and videotapes would be 
helpful in developing teachers' awareness of classroom 
language. 
Teacher-education programs also need to increase 
teachers' understanding of the operation of the social 
factors of class and race and gender. Many of my participants 
did not have a coherent analysis of the ways in which these 
forces might have affected their own lives. Hence, 
participants found it difficult to have a societal 
perspective on their students' experience. Particularly 
enlightening for my participants would have been the gaining 
of some understanding of the process of class, and how it 
affects individuals in their pursuit of a career. The fact 
that they as individuals had managed to move up the social 
291 
ladder tended to blind participants to the larger social 
forces which made such success difficult for their students. 
Participants also clearly needed more understanding of 
cultural differences than their teacher-education programs 
had given them. 
Reforms in the content of teacher-education programs 
need to be carefully handled, however. Participants in the 
study made the perennial complaint that their 
teacher-education courses were useless. The only part of 
their teacher training that they found satisfying was 
student-teaching. The implication is not that the 
theoretical part of certification programs should be 
abolished. On the contrary, the participants clearly would 
have benefitted by a theoretical perspective on their role as 
teachers. As it was, most of them saw the model of teaching 
they had experienced in school as their only option. Rather 
the answer seems to be a lessening of the separation between 
student-teachers' theoretical study and their experience in 
schools with students. Prospective teachers' reading needs to 
address the issues that arise for them as they teach. It 
would be valuable if the theoretical component of 
teacher-training was done concurrently with student-teaching. 
Three days of teaching and two days of theoretical work is 
one possible model. 
Teacher education should not be considered finished after 
certification. The first years of teaching, particularly, 
should be a time in which new teachers are considered 
learners of the business of teaching in whatever context they 
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find themselves. In some school systems first-year teachers 
are given a lesser teaching load to enable them to spend more 
time developing the skills they need to cope in their new 
positions. 
In all teacher education there needs to be a sensitivity 
to what is at stake for teachers when they are asked to alter 
established patterns. My study found that a number of my 
participants were resistant to changing the way they 
approached students because change meant moving away from 
ways of acting in which they had been brought up to believe. 
The students threatened the values of dutiful work and 
obedience to authority which were part of participants 
identities and which they felt were essential to success. 
Teachers, like young students, do not always want to risk 
trying new ideas and need encouragement and support, rather 
than criticism if they are to learn new ways of operating. 
Providing adequate support for teachers means that 
institutions of teacher-education need to make themselves 
easily accessible to teachers. More courses need to be 
offered at times when teachers can easily get to them. 
Recruitment and Guidance 
My study made me aware that the nature of teaching was 
importantly affected by the background and experience of the 
people who went into it. There is clearly a need for more 
informed approaches to the recruiting of teachers, and the 
guiding of students who might be interested in teaching. The 
near absence of minority teachers in a context where most of 
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the students were from minority backgrounds made obvious the 
need for an effort by colleges and school systems to recruit 
minority teachers. Particularly in the central area of 
English teaching, minority teachers who are familiar with the 
students' culture and language would make education for the 
students a less alienating experience. These teachers would 
also help educate the white teachers in the school about 
their minority students. This will not be an easy reform to 
make since it is likely that the lack of black and Hispanic 
teachers in the schools reflects not only the hiring policies 
of schools, but also the career aspirations of minority 
groups. In order to increase the numbers of minorities in 
teaching it would be necessary to educate minority high 
school students to think of themselves as potential 
professionals; currently most do not. 
One problem with assimilating minorities into teaching is 
that in attempting to conform to the norms of a predominantly 
white profession, minority teachers may lose aspects of their 
minority identity. Rist (1970) in his study of black teachers 
in a ghetto school found that the minority teachers' struggle 
to be accepted in white society had left them wanting to 
disassociate themselves from their ghetto students. A partial 
remedy for this lies in the development of a more flexible 
approach to minority culture in schools and teacher-training 
institutions, so that white values and ways of behaving are 
not the only acceptable ones. 
The disaffection towards their jobs felt by some of my 
shows that the quality of teaching in this 
participants 
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society is not improved by the fact that many of its members 
had little interest in teaching when they chose it. For 
example Andrea said "I never went into it wholeheartedly. 
'This is something I've got to do because ...' and have just 
stayed with it." She never became happy in teaching. This 
suggests the need for sensitive career counseling for 
students. Some participants, like Andrea or Sally, never got 
over the feeling that they were deprived of opportunities 
because teaching, nursing, or being a secretary seemed the 
only careers open to them. Counseling for women students has 
changed under the impact of the women's movement during the 
fifteen or twenty years since most of my participants made 
their decision to do teaching. However, it is still important 
that counselors be aware of their own assumptions, and those 
of society, about what constitutes a good career for a woman. 
Counselors and students also need to be aware of the fact 
that, in choosing teaching as a career, individuals from 
lower socioeconomic backgrounds might have too limited a 
sense of their career options-that is, as was true for my 
participants, their limited experience and circumstances may 
not have allowed them to see other careers as feasible. My 
study also made me aware that contemporary conditions in 
teaching in the United States are such that the profession 
has very few of the attractions of other jobs of comparable 
responsibility. Unless some of these conditions are improved, 
teaching is not likely to attract the best recruits. 
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Women Teachers 
The limitations on participants' careers because of their 
tendency to shy away from leadership roles make obvious the 
need for greater awareness among women teachers, and those 
who deal with them in the schools, of the force of 
socialization. Women teachers need encouragement to see 
themselves in positions of responsibility for adults as well 
as for children in ways that my participants did not. Sally 
and Andrea became aware relatively late in their careers that 
they might be interested in other positions apart from that 
of classroom teacher. The literature indicates that male 
teachers are much more likely to be aware of these 
possibilities even as they enter teaching (Lortie, 1975, p. 
95). The point of such an effort would not be to lead women 
to see their work in the classroom as less valuable than 
administrative jobs. To do this would be to undermine the 
essential role that women have had, and continue to have, as 
the primary source of students' education. Rather we should 
aim to expand the possibilities open to them. My study shows 
there is also a need to dispel the myth that women teachers 
are not interested in teaching academic subjects, but prefer 
the role of nurturing children. 
My study heightened my consciousness of the continuing 
significance of the belief that teaching is a good job for a 
woman. As noted before, this was a very significant reason 
for the teaching careers of all my participants. Moreover, 
the convenience of the job for a married woman like Andrea 
2% 
was a major reason for her remaining in teaching even when it 
was not a particularly satisfying job. She felt she "would 
have gotten out of teaching a few years ago except that I had 
children." Her sense that she did not really want to be in 
teaching had a negative impact on the quality of her 
involvement in her work. 
The contrast between the nature of the commitment of the 
married women to teaching and that of the participants who 
did not have children makes plain the kind of juggling of 
responsibilities that society expects married women to do. It 
might prevent married women from being overwhelmed by their 
commitments if society’s expectations of women were reduced, 
and family responsibilities shared more equally. It would 
also help if more work might be done on a part-time basis so 
that teaching does not remain the only option open to a 
participant like Andrea. Schools need to be aware of the 
constraints on women teachers in order to enable them to make 
the greatest possible contributions to their schools. 
A comparison of the perceptions of my participants with 
those of teachers in earlier investigations (Lottie, 1975) 
suggests that women teachers' views of their role are in a 
process of change. For instance the younger married 
participants in my study, Andrea and Mary, retained their 
jobs while their children were young, whereas formerly 
teachers stopped work during this time. A change such as this 
suggests that the pressures on women teachers are different 
than from those of the past. Whereas teachers in the past 
experienced the difficulties of returning to teaching after a 
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prolonged absence, contemporary teachers have the problems 
associated with working and bringing up young children at the 
same time. It is important that research be done into the 
changing patterns of involvement among teachers so that 
schools and teachers are able to plan appropriately. 
Research 
My research has led me to see certain patterns of 
approach to students as characteristic of women teachers who 
teach English to low-income and minority students. However, 
without comparative studies of male teachers and teachers who 
teach in schools where the student population is different 
from that in my study, it is impossible to know whether these 
patterns are exclusive to the group I looked at. Comparative 
investigations would help to make my speculations about women 
teachers' distinctive characteristics into a theory of the 
nature of the impact of gender on teachers’ approaches. 
My investigations also brought me to see that there were 
important aspects of my participants' experience that I did 
not explore in sufficient detail. (The omissions occurred 
because I did not understand their importance until I was 
looking at my material at the end of the project.) One of 
these was the content of participants' teacher-training 
programs. Participants tended to dismiss their programs as 
insignificant in their impact on them, and did not discuss 
them in much detail. Clearly for many of the participants 
their programs were not satisfactory. It would be valuable 
for the planning of better courses to know why they were not. 
Participants also did not discuss their union activities rn 
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much depth, perhaps because they separated these from their 
teaching life. It would have been valuable to know more about 
how they approached this aspect of their working lives, 
particularly in view of the general assumption that women are 
not very interested in politics. 
In making me aware of issues that I had not anticipated 
as important, participants reminded me of the compexity of 
the task of understanding individuals' experience, and the 
need to listen very attentively when they render it. 
Moreover, it is appropriate in a study that tries to examine 
individuals' experience in some depth that the participants 
should suggest a course for further research. It was the aim 
of my study to have my understanding of my subject develop 
out of participants' perceptions of their experience, rather 
than to impose my own views on the situation. 
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